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Abstract 
The aim of this research was to examine the proposal of online counselling in 
schools; to understand the attitude of school counsellors and students to its 
implementation, and to establish whether young people would seek help through this 
medium.  Adolescence can be a stressful time for young people with 10-20% 
exhibiting mental health problems. However only one in four affected by poor 
mental health seek appropriate professional help. The impact of these untreated 
conditions on the educational outcomes and long-term mental health of young 
Australians has a negative social and economic cost (Department of Health and 
Ageing, 2013; Sawyer, Miller-Lewis & Clark, 2007). School counsellors (sometimes 
referred to as ‘guidance counsellors’ or ‘guidance officers’) are often the first 
professionals to become aware of the mental health issues of students. However, 
even though face-to-face counselling is available in schools, it is not used by many 
who need support.   
The role that technology plays in the lives of young people has been 
acknowledged and utilised by community agencies such as Kids Help Line in 
Australia which provides online counselling to young people. An analysis of 
community based services indicates the benefits of an online service for some young 
people.  It is surprising that school counsellors, who are located in the place where 
young people spend most of their time, have not also offered online counselling 
within the school setting.  Therefore the availability of synchronous text-based online 
counselling in secondary schools may provide a pathway to professional help for 
students. The research was designed to extend the body of knowledge in the 
developing area of online counselling, by first identifying the barriers to its adoption 
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in schools by counsellors, and second by identifying if students would access the 
counsellor through online technology.  
This thesis by publication consists of four papers supported by a review of the 
literature and a final discussion.  Paper One introduces the concept of online 
counselling and the rationale and justification. An examination of the literature 
includes evidence that online counselling does have the potential to be an effective 
means of providing support to some people when they seek help, and the proposition 
of implementing online counselling into school-based counselling services is 
presented. 
Paper Two reports on the findings of an exploratory qualitative study 
conducted to ascertain the understanding school counsellors and students have of 
online counselling and their attitudes towards its implementation in secondary 
schools. Qualitative data from two focus groups of school counsellors and six groups 
of secondary school students indicated that counsellors were not convinced of the 
effectiveness or need for online counselling at school. They felt unprepared to offer 
online counselling however they were prepared to consider the idea if initial training 
was provided to assist them with the technical skills and deal with potential ethical 
issues. The apprehension expressed by the counsellors was not repeated in the 
student groups.  The students demonstrated greater enthusiasm to use online 
counselling at school, though they cautioned that security protocols were necessary 
and not all students would want to communicate online with the school counsellor. 
This qualitative data was used to develop surveys for later administration to school 
counsellors and secondary school students. 
Paper Three describes the survey administered online to 210 school 
counsellors. This paper addressed the first research question - why do school 
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counsellors not provide online counselling?   It examined the perceptions of online 
counselling held by school counsellors and identified their reasons for being reluctant 
to adopt online counselling into their school-based counselling practice. The survey 
confirmed much of the qualitative data and found that school counsellors were 
prepared to conduct online counselling if they could be assured that students would 
accept it and use it appropriately. They were not prepared to implement online 
counselling before its effectiveness could be verified.  The need for skill training in 
using the technology and professional development in the perceived ethical, legal 
and privacy issues was regarded as essential if school counsellors were to 
successfully implement online counselling in schools. 
  Paper Four addresses the second research question-if online counselling was 
provided by the school counsellor, would students use it? This second online survey 
of 215 secondary students measured their level of intention to use a school-based 
online counselling service and identified the problems students would prefer to 
discuss in online counselling.   The students’ survey also included the shortened 
version of the Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS21) to assess levels of 
psychological distress and the impact this would have on the intention to use online 
counselling. This enabled characteristics of those students most likely to use online 
counselling to be identified. Students indicated an intention to use online counselling 
with over 80% of students saying they definitely would or might use online 
counselling if it was offered by the school counsellor. There was no gender 
difference in the intention to use school-based online counselling, however a greater 
percentage of students in the first and last year of secondary school were more likely 
to seek help online. Students with moderate and high levels of psychological distress 
endorsed a greater likelihood of accessing the counsellor online than those with 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   vii 
 
lower levels of distress. If students were to use online counselling at school, they 
would most likely discuss sensitive issues more than their concerns about future 
careers.  
The implications of this research are discussed in the final chapter of this 
thesis.  The finding that online counselling may appeal equally to both male and 
female students, suggests that online counselling may be a means of assisting male 
students who until now have been reluctant to seek face-to-face counselling when 
they experience difficulty. The knowledge that stressed and depressed students 
particularly endorsed an indication to use  online counselling may encourage school 
counsellors to further investigate how to use the technology, develop online skills 
and offer online counselling as part of their service delivery. The thesis concludes 
with suggestions of possible directions for future research and recommendations on 
how this intention of young people to use online services could be realised and 
translated into effective help-seeking. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
Adolescence is a time of crucial development when young people may 
experience many stressors and challenging situations.  During this developmental 
stage, 10-20% of the world's younger generation exhibit mental health problems 
(Kieling et al., 2011). This is acknowledged in Australian secondary schools by the 
employment of school counsellors, nurses, chaplains and a variety of other support 
staff. Mental health problems have deleterious effects on school performance and 
social interactions as well as having long term negative effects on an individual’s 
wellbeing as an adult (Patel, Flisher, Hetrick, & McGorry, 2007; Sawyer et al., 
2001). Despite having the support services available in schools to assist them, it is 
known that young people are hesitant to seek appropriate professional help when 
they most need it (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005).  
     Instead young people depend on their peers when they need help (Duckworth, 
2011; Swords, Hennessy, & Heary, 2011) and value being connected to them through 
social media and other forms of technology (Loubser, B. 2012). They have integrated 
technology into their social interactions as an adjunct to face-to-face communication 
as well as using online resources to seek health information (Havas, de Nooijer, 
Crutzen, & Feron, 2011; Santor, Poulin, LeBlanc, & Kusumakar, 2007).  Perhaps 
more young people would access counselling if the counselling was offered through 
technology in the school setting. The young people who do access help choose to go 
to the school counsellor when they experience difficulties (Cooper, 2006). Despite 
this, counsellors in Australian schools have not adopted technology in the form of 
online counselling into their service delivery to secondary school students. This 
raises two questions -what is preventing school counsellors offering this and would 
school students use a school-based online counselling service?  This chapter 
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introduces the rationale underpinning this thesis and concludes by developing the 
main questions which this program of research sought to answer. 
1.1 The Mental Health of Adolescents 
There is an increasing prevalence of mental health difficulties among young 
people not only in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010; Sawyer et al., 
2001; Thapar, Thapar, Collishaw, & Pine, 2012) but also in other western countries 
such as the United Kingdom (Collishaw, Maughan, Natarajan, & Pickles, 2010) and 
Norway (Andersen & Svensson, 2013). As many as one in five Australian children 
aged from 4 to 17 years have significant mental health concerns (Zubrick, Silburn, 
Burton, & Blair, 2000) with one in four teenagers experiencing at least one major 
episode of depression by the age of eighteen (Kessler, 2001). Such mental health 
conditions in adolescence has the potential to impact on future health status (Sawyer, 
Afifi, Bearinger, Blakemore, Dick, Ezeh, & Patton, 2012), educational attainments, 
completion of education (Leach & Butterworth, 2012), and post-school career 
decision-making (Walker & Peterson, 2012). 
1.1.2 Consequences of Mental Health Problems in Adolescence 
Poor mental health costs the nation in economic and social terms. It has been 
estimated that by the time an individual with mental health problems reaches the age 
of twenty-eight years, the cost to the nation may be as much as ten times that of those 
without clinical symptoms (Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007). The presence of 
mental illness in the workforce has an economic cost estimated at $10.9 billion a year 
(beyondblue, PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2014) as well as being associated with other 
emotional and behavioural difficulties and high risk health behaviours (Sawyer et al., 
2001; Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007).  
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The immediate impact of poor mental health on an adolescent’s self-esteem, 
relationships and school performance has been acknowledged and addressed by a 
number of national mental health initiatives such as MindMatters (De Jong & 
Griffiths, 2008; Rowling, 2007) and Beyond Blue.  Untreated depression and anxiety 
amongst adolescents and its negative consequences for their school performance, 
self-esteem and relationships, is even more pronounced for adolescent males. Young 
Australian men have been shown to have poorer educational outcomes, more 
incarceration, illness and completed suicides than young women (Sawyer et al., 
2001). If these negative consequences are to be avoided, it is important for all young 
people who are experiencing depression and other affective disorders to be able to 
find a person at school that they can easily talk to (Graetz, 2006).  This immediacy of 
having an adult situated where students are is crucial in providing the professional 
interventions required. 
1.1.3 Adolescents’ Help-seeking Behaviours 
There is not only a gender difference in the occurrence and impact of poor 
mental health, but there exists a gender imbalance in the help-seeking behaviours of 
those who experience mental health difficulties (Husky, McGuire, Flynn, 
Chrostowski, & Olfson. 2009).  In particular, adolescent boys who experience mental 
health difficulties are more reluctant than girls to seek help through face-to-face 
counselling.  Males tend to believe that they should be able to deal with their own 
problems and to seek help is to be less than masculine (Addis, & Mahalik, 2003). 
This apparent lack of help-seeking skills amongst adolescents generally and amongst 
males in particular is an issue for secondary school counsellors.  Even though 
counsellors are readily available within the school, and students are encouraged to 
make appointments and consult with the school counsellor, many students do not 
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seek help when they experience difficulties. This research endeavours to further 
understand the relevant aspects of adolescent help-seeking behaviours and how these 
behaviours could be developed and nurtured. 
1.1.4 The Connected Generation 
The young people of the current generation are described as digital natives 
(Prensky, 2001). The fact that young people have grown up in a world where 
sophisticated online technology has always existed, has meant that they are like 
natives of a country who have grown up with their native language.  The relative 
ease with which young people have seamlessly integrated technology into their social 
interactions has led to them being described by some in marketing as generation ‘C’ 
implying that the young person has an insatiable need to be connected to his or her 
friends and the wider community ‘24/7’(Solis, 2012).  Young people not only use 
technology, but need it to complement their face-to-face communication with their 
peers. The importance placed on social media highlights the basic need of this 
generation for computer-mediated-communication (CMC). With the integration of 
online communication into the social lives of young people, it is logical that just as in 
traditional relationships, the communication can also be negative and used for 
bullying and abuse (Mishna, McLuckie, & Saini, 2009). However, the existence of 
the online world for the young person is a key factor in their development and has 
the potential to be a positive influence (Davies & Eynon, 2013).  
This generation not only uses technology such as texting for general personal 
communication but also for building and sometimes terminating romantic 
relationships (Morey, Gentzler, Creasy, Oberhauser & Westerman, 2013). Young 
people also use technology to build their knowledge. They have come to expect the 
answers to life’s questions to be found online.  If there is not an appropriate ‘app’ 
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available, they expect it to be developed (Gardner & Davis, 2013). They use and rely 
on the internet as their source of all forms of information. The fact that they seek 
health information online has been acknowledged by the flourishing development of 
a number of websites focusing on adolescent health needs (Bowler, Hong, & He, 
2011; Gray, Klein, Noyce, Sesselberg & Cantrill, 2005; Moreno, Ralston, & 
Grossman, 2009; Nicholas, Oliver, Lee & O’brien, 2004). A number of community 
agencies have combined this need for information with the need for ‘real-time’ 
support by offering online counselling such as that available through Kids Help Line 
(King et al., 2006)  and more recently via e-chat at the national mental health service 
of Headspace (McGorry et al., 2007).   
1.2 School Counselling and Technology 
  The dependence on technology by young people may not be fully appreciated 
by school counsellors who provide services to them. Though this professional group 
are comfortable using email for administrative tasks they are hesitant to use 
interactive technology for therapeutic interventions with their clients (Carlson, 
Portman, & Bartlett, 2006). There is little or no evidence that they use synchronous 
communication such as chat rooms to provide immediate ‘real-time’ counselling 
even though they are well placed to offer online help (Bain, 2012; Burrow-Sanchez, 
Call, Zheng, & Drew, 2011). Though school based counsellors may use websites as 
sources of information and direct students to these online resources, they have 
generally relied on face-to-face counselling as their primary modus operandi. This 
current state of underutilisation of technology for providing online counselling to 
students is puzzling and this thesis seeks to understand the reasons for this reluctance 
to offer an online counselling service in secondary schools.  
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If counsellors are to provide online counselling in schools, it is necessary to 
establish their level of readiness to implement such an initiative.  It is for this reason 
that the variables of gender, counselling experience, familiarity with online 
technology, and attitudes to student behaviour online were considered in this 
research. Thus the first phase of this research focused on school counsellors, using a 
qualitative and then quantitative approach to address the first research question of 
this thesis. 
Why do school counsellors not offer online counselling? 
In general there has been little research into student use of online counselling. 
Evidence from community agencies that offer online counselling for young people 
indicates that it does provide another avenue of support for certain individuals 
especially those who find face-to-face counselling too confronting (Bambling, King, 
Reid, & Wegner, 2008). A trial which offered online counselling in an Australian 
secondary school was undertaken by the author (Glasheen & Campbell, 2008) – See 
appendix A. This pilot found that students did access the online counselling service 
and the characteristics of these young people were quite diverse.  This was a small, 
though promising study, and was the impetus for this thesis.  As students with 
varying needs seek help in different ways, it is important to establish if students with 
specific issues are more likely to seek help through the online mode.  As gender, age 
and computer experience of students are variables which could influence this uptake 
the sample of students being investigated included student cohorts at different stages 
of their secondary schooling. There was a need to establish if young people would 
avail themselves of an online counselling service if it was provided within the school 
setting. This therefore was the second research question of this thesis 
If online counselling was provided by the school counsellor,  
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would students use it? 
1.3 Rationale 
This thesis proposed that one way to increase help-seeking by young people 
in secondary schools could be to offer online counselling by the school counsellor. 
An objective of this research was to identify the perceived barriers that prevent 
school counsellors from implementing online counselling and what initiatives are 
required to encourage counsellors to offer this form of support. Subsequently, 
secondary school students were asked their opinions about this mode of counselling 
and if they would use it if it were made available in school. Additionally the 
characteristics of those students most likely to use online counselling were explored 
and analysed together with the issues that they are most likely to discuss online.  
As it is not possible to compare those who have experienced online 
counselling at school with a control group consisting of those who have not 
experienced this form of interaction, this research assessed the factors that contribute 
to a student’s intention to use online counselling. Correlations were analysed 
between student variables such as age - defined by year level, gender, the types of 
problems young people experience and their intention to use online counselling. The 
characteristics of potential users of school-based online counselling were 
investigated.  
1.4 Thesis Research Questions 
The main focus of this research was to establish if help-seeking behaviours of young 
people would be enhanced by providing online counselling in a school setting.  The 
major stakeholders in this research are the counsellors and the students. As 
counselling is a relationship between the counsellor and the client, both groups’ 
perceptions needed to be explored. The first research question addressed the fact that 
8                                                                                           ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS  
 
school counsellors do not currently offer online counselling in secondary schools in 
Australia, and asked 
Why do school counsellors not offer online counselling? 
The objectives for this first question were to investigate 
1 (a) What attitudes do school counsellors have towards online counselling? 
1 (b) What are the barriers, both perceived and real, that stops school counsellors 
from using online counselling? 
1 (c) What would facilitate the implementation of online counselling by school 
counsellors? 
1 (d) Are there specific characteristics of those counsellors most likely to offer online 
counselling? 
The second research question investigated how young people would respond to the 
availability of online counselling in school and if they would consider it useful: 
Would secondary school students use online counselling? 
The objectives for this second question were  
2(a) What is the intention of secondary students to use online counselling if it was 
provided by the school counsellor? 
2(b) What are the characteristics of students who intend to use school-based online 
counselling? 
2(c) What are the issues that students are most likely to discuss in online counselling 
interactions with the school counsellor? 
Figure 1.1 provides a diagrammatic representation of the thesis framework. 
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Figure 1. 1: Research Questions 
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Chapter 2: Overview of the Research Program by 
Publication  
2.1 Chapter Outlines 
         Chapter One stated how the wellbeing of Australian young people is impacted 
by the quality of their mental health.  It described how many young people 
experience difficulties in their adolescent years which in turn, impact on their 
educational outcomes, their career prospects and their well-being in adulthood.  The 
alarming fact that approximately only 25% of those young people who experience 
mental health problems seek appropriate professional help, highlights the lack of 
help-seeking behaviours within this demographic.  The chapter concluded with the 
conceptual framework for this research and identified the two major research 
questions. 
              In this chapter (Chapter Two), the thesis structure is presented. It provides 
an overview of individual chapters and how the publications contribute to the 
research program and how each paper addresses the research questions. A map of 
how each publication is positioned is diagrammatically presented in Figure 2.1. 
        Chapter Three reviews the relevant literature pertaining to the research and in 
particular examines the theories of adolescent help-seeking. The chapter explores the 
reasons for young people’s resistance to seeking help and identifies the ‘negation 
effect’ in the help-seeking process. Literature is reviewed which demonstrates the 
importance of connectedness as a protective factor for good mental health.  The 
value that adolescents place on being connected to their peers through technology is 
explored and explains why this demographic group has been dubbed by some as 
generation ‘C’. The ‘digital’ nature of this cohort provides the basis for investigating 
the possible use of technology as a way of nurturing help-seeking behaviours for 
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adolescents. The argument is made that technology and the online world is an 
integrated reality for most young people in Australia and internationally. The chapter 
continues with an explanation of how young people access the internet to source all 
varieties of information, including websites which specialise in assisting young 
people and consequently promote the development of their mental health literacy. It 
highlights how practitioners and community agencies have responded to the needs of 
adults and young people by providing psychological assistance from online 
counsellors.  The findings of research in this nascent method of counselling are 
investigated and the inherent advantages and disadvantages are discussed and the 
nature of the online counselling alliance is explored. The popularity of online 
counselling provided by community based organisations indicates the potential 
usefulness of such services as a means of promoting help-seeking behaviours in 
adolescents.  
           The review of literature concludes with a discussion of those who would 
provide this service in secondary schools, that is, school counsellors.  The apparent 
resistance of school counsellors in Australia to adopting an online presence is 
challenged. The possible reasons for this hesitancy to provide students with 
technological avenues to support provide the starting point for the current research. 
Chapter Three highlights the potential benefits of using online technology for 
assisting young people experiencing mental health difficulties and other stressful life 
events. This led the author to initially investigate and examine the factors that are 
hindering the introduction of online counselling in secondary schools by school 
counsellors.  
           The justification for the current research is further developed in Chapter Four. 
This chapter consists of a peer reviewed propositional paper published in the journal 
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Counselling Psychology Review. The argument is made that online counselling has 
been found useful and effective in adult populations and community-based agencies 
report its successful use with young people.  It proposes that as young people are 
reticent to seek help from traditional sources, online counselling may be a means of 
increasing help-seeking behaviours while young people are attending school. 
However, it leaves unanswered the question why school counsellors do not offer 
online counselling in schools. 
A trial of online counselling conducted by the author is reported in a 
published peer reviewed conference paper which is included as an appendix to this 
thesis and which was presented during candidature. It is not part of the current 
research and its inclusion is for referral purposes only. This pilot study is an example 
of how synchronous text-based online counselling could be used in a school 
situation. The model of online counselling presented is a reference point in 
subsequent discussions of what constitutes online counselling in a school situation.  
However, this case study does not investigate the factors that facilitate or inhibit the 
introduction of online counselling into secondary schools.    
Chapter Five consists of a prepared manuscript (Paper 2) which outlines the 
initial qualitative investigation into the perceptions, understanding and attitudes of 
the stakeholders namely the school counsellors and the students. A series of focus 
groups was used to collate data and to gauge the preparedness of both counsellors 
and students to adopt the introduction of online counselling in the school setting. As 
there is a lack of research into the use of online counselling by school counsellors, 
this exploratory qualitative investigation provided a basis from which to develop 
measurement tools in the form of online surveys. 
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Chapter Six consists of a peer reviewed paper published in the Australian 
Journal of Guidance and Counselling. This third paper focused on the role of school 
counsellors who are major stakeholders in any process of changing the service 
delivery of school counselling services.  This paper reported the findings of a survey 
that was developed from data collated from the focus groups of school counsellors.  
It identified the issues that school counsellors believe hinder the uptake of online 
counselling in schools and the factors that would encourage these practitioners to 
implement the initiative.  The findings of this chapter essentially answer why school 
counsellors have not adopted online counselling, and provide an indication of what 
needs to be done to encourage the implementation of online counselling in a school 
setting. Crucial to the implementation of synchronous online counselling within the 
school setting, is the belief by practitioners that this form of counselling is effective 
and worth the effort.  Current counsellor attitudes and beliefs need to be appreciated 
and addressed to understand why online counselling is not being offered in schools. 
This study answered the first research question: 
Why do school counsellors not offer online counselling?  
 What attitudes do school counsellors have towards online counselling? 
 What are the barriers, both perceived and real, that stops school counsellors 
from using online counselling? 
 What would facilitate the implementation of online counselling by school 
counsellors? 
 Are there specific characteristics of those counsellors most likely to offer 
online counselling? 
           Chapter Seven directs attention to the students who are the other major 
stakeholder group in this research and the potential clients of school-based online 
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counselling. This chapter consists of a paper prepared for publication which 
discusses the findings of the student survey that was built upon the findings of the 
focus groups of secondary students. It highlights the characteristics of those students 
most likely to use an online counselling service in school, and what issues they are 
most likely to discuss in these online sessions. This study of secondary students 
addresses the second research question namely,  
Would secondary school students use online counselling? 
The student survey includes items designed to establish the characteristics of students 
who intend to use school based online counselling. In particular,  
 What influence does gender, year level, prior counselling experience, and 
levels of psychological distress have on students’ intention to use online 
counselling?  
 What are the issues that students prefer to discuss in online counselling 
interactions with the school counsellor? 
    These published and unpublished manuscripts which combine to constitute 
this thesis result in a number of findings with implications for practice and further 
research. Chapter Eight draws these findings together in a discussion of how the 
results build on previous research and indicates possible directions for future 
investigation. Each publication is the core of individual chapters and together with 
the introductory chapter, this chapter, the review of the literature, and general 
discussion, combine to address the two research questions of this PhD research. 
2.2 Design of the Research Program 
  As with any innovation, preliminary research is required to establish the 
level of need or intention to use the service.  This is similar to market research 
undertaken by corporations prior to investing financial and human resources into a 
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proposed project.  It is for this purpose that it is necessary to assess the need and the 
potential use of online counselling within the school by the students.  There is a need 
to identify how students perceive online counselling within the secondary school and 
what is their intention to use online counselling. This is achieved by investigating the 
relationship between predicted usage by students and specific factors.  
The empirical studies contained in this thesis were planned and conducted 
according to ethical requirements of the sponsoring university. The mapping of the 
studies and the links to the research questions is presented in Figure 2.1. 
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Chapter 4:  Background and Context- 
Paper 1  
Glasheen, Kevin J., & Campbell, Marilyn 
A. (2009) The use of online counselling 
within an Australian secondary school 
setting: A practitioner’s  
viewpoint. Counselling Psychology 
Review, 24, 42-51.  
  
Chapter 8: General  Discussion  
Chapter 3: A Review of the Literature  
Chapter 2: Overview of the Research 
Program by Publication 
Chapter 1: Introduction  
Research Question 1 
Why do school counsellors not offer 
online counselling? 
  
 1 (a) What attitudes do school counsellors have 
of online counselling? 
  
 1 (b) What are the barriers, both perceived and 
real, that stops school counsellors from using 
online counselling? 
  
1 (c) What would facilitate the implementation 
of online counselling by school counsellors? 
  
1 (d) Are there specific characteristics of those 
counsellors most likely to offer online 
counselling? 
  
 
Chapter 6: School Counsellors -
Paper 3 
 Glasheen, K.J., Campbell, M.A., & 
Shochet, I. (2013). Opportunities and 
challenges: School guidance 
counsellors’ perceptions of 
counselling students online. 
Australian Journal of Guidance and 
Counselling, 23, 222-235 doi: 
http://dx.org/10.1017/jgc2013.15 
  
Chapter 5:The Stakeholders’ 
Perspective - Paper 2 
Glasheen, K. J.,  Campbell, Marilyn A. & 
Shochet, I.  (manuscript not submitted).  
School counsellors’ and students’ 
perceptions and attitudes to the 
availability of online counselling for 
students in secondary schools: A 
qualitative study.  
  
Chapter 7: Secondary School 
Students - Paper 4 
Glasheen, K.J., Shochet, I., & Campbell, 
M.A. (manuscript submitted). Online 
counselling in secondary schools: Would 
students seek help by this medium?  
  
Research Question 2:  
Would secondary school students use 
online counselling? 
  
 2 (a) What is the intention of secondary 
students to use online counselling if it was 
provided by the school counsellor? 
  
2 (b) What are the characteristics of students 
who intend to use school based online 
counselling? 
  
 2(c) What are the issues that students are most 
likely to discuss in online counselling 
interactions with the school counsellor? 
 Findings 
  
Figure 2.1: Map of Research Questions Linked to Papers and Chapters 
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2.3 The Methodology 
As synchronous online counselling within the secondary school is not a 
reality, the methodology employed in this research had to have the capacity to 
measure and assess intended behaviours rather than observed behaviours.  It is not 
possible to compare those who have experienced school online counselling with a 
control group of those who have not as there is no school online counselling 
available.  This research is thus an exploration and investigation of perceptions and 
attitudes of both school counsellors and secondary students and their subsequent 
intention to utilise online counselling.  A mixed method was used incorporating both 
qualitative and quantitative measures (Brannen, 2008). Because this investigation is 
innovative within the developing field of online counselling in schools, there is an 
absence of appropriate quantitative instruments available for this nature of research. 
For this reason qualitative studies consisting of focus groups were initially conducted 
to scope the main themes identified by secondary school counsellors and of 
secondary school students. These initial qualitative studies provided the required data 
to develop online surveys in order to collate quantitative data from larger samples of 
secondary school counsellors and secondary school students.  Consequently, the 
research used a format where the qualitative component preceded the quantitative.  
Both studies were necessary to provide a comprehensive appreciation of 
those who intend to provide the service of online counselling and those who intend to 
use the service. The findings of the two studies complement each other and provide a 
sound foundation for further research in the provision of online counselling in 
schools. 
2.4 Summary 
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This chapter specifies the aims and scope of this research.  An overview is 
provided of each chapter in the thesis. The contextual background is provided by 
explaining how the current research developed from a previous pilot study conducted 
by the author. The fact that young people are digitally competent and depend on 
technology for communication was highlighted as the genesis of the research 
questions that focus on both stakeholders; the school counsellors and the students. 
The evidence on the effectiveness of this medium in providing assistance to 
distressed young people and the ‘up to now’ reluctance of school counsellors to 
engage with the technology, sequentially and logically leads to the queries posed by 
the two research questions. The answers to these questions are designed to inform the 
general debate on the effectiveness of online counselling, and specifically, if this 
medium contributes to the promotion of help-seeking behaviours among adolescents.  
It is only by establishing whether school counsellors would provide online 
counselling and confirming if students would make use of it that the question of 
whether online counselling would promote help-seeking can be answered. The 
questions relating to the client’s psychological status, demographics and the 
identification of the possible issues that young people would bring to an online 
counselling session provide a means to examine which variables would or would not 
contribute to a young person’s intention to use this avenue of help. 
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Chapter 3: A Review of the Literature 
3.1 The Challenge 
This chapter reviews the body of literature relevant to the implementation of 
online counselling within the secondary school setting. It builds on the proposition 
presented in Chapter One that the mental health needs of adolescents are not 
adequately supported by traditional forms of counselling and this in turn impacts on 
their educational outcomes and wellbeing in later life resulting in substantial social 
and economic costs.  This chapter identifies the counselling services that are 
available in secondary schools for students. Factors which have been identified as 
possible causes for young people to not seek professional assistance are presented. 
The fact that school counsellors are well placed in secondary schools to support 
students suggests there is a need to explore ways that would make them more 
accessible to students. As young people have integrated technology into their lives, 
the concept of school counsellors providing online counselling as part of the school 
support system, may provide an appropriate way to engage young people with 
professional help.  However, the reasons why school counsellors currently do not 
offer online counselling need to be investigated.    
Literature that highlights the importance of technology in the lives of 
secondary school students is considered. Emphasis is placed on literature that 
examines how technology plays a pivotal role in the relationships of young people 
and the consequent need of adolescents to be connected with others. The cited 
research demonstrates the potential that technology has for connecting young people 
to professional help when faced with difficulties.  The argument that psychological 
distress may be addressed by the availability of online resources leads to the review 
of literature related to advantages and disadvantages of using online counselling. The 
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current research into the use of technology for the delivery of counselling services by 
community based practitioners anticipates the question of whether students would 
use online counselling if it was made available by the school counsellor. The school 
counsellor is a key stakeholder in this process and the reasons for their apparent 
hesitancy to adopt online counselling are considered. In the final part of the chapter, 
a justification for the current research is drawn from a summary of the relevant 
findings related to the implementation of online counselling within the school 
setting.  
3.1.1 The Occurrence of Mental Health Difficulties During Adolescence 
 As indicated in Chapter One, young people experience stressors which can 
contribute to mental health difficulties.  While this state of adolescent mental health 
is a global concern (Kieling et al., 2011), it is more pronounced in developed 
countries such as Australia (Birleson, Sawyer, & Storm, 2000; Sawyer et al., 2001; 
Sawyer et al., 2012; Smith, 2012; Zubrick, Silburn, Burton, & Blair, 2000), the 
United Kingdom (Collishaw, Maughan, Natarajan, & Pickles, 2010), Canada (Miller, 
2012), the Netherlands (Vanheusden, van der Ende, Mulder, van Lenthe, Verhulst, & 
Mackenbach,  2009) and Norway (Andersen & Svensson, 2013).  The fact that only 
25% of those who experience mental health problems obtain the professional support 
that they require, is a challenge to practitioners who work with these young people. 
This is especially true for those responsible for the guidance and counselling of 
students in schools (Evans, 2010).   
3.1.2 Impact on Educational Outcomes and Wellbeing in Later Life 
Of those who suffer from mental health difficulties, the most prevalent 
affective disorders experienced by young people are anxiety and depression (Thapar, 
Thapar, Collishaw, & Pine, 2012). Awareness and understanding of the impact of 
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untreated anxiety and depression on educational outcomes is the starting point for 
nurturing effective learners. Ultimately, unless appropriate interventions are 
implemented, the effects will have repercussions for the young person’s long-term 
mental health as well as affecting their physical health and emotional wellbeing 
(Leach, & Butterworth, 2012; Sawyer et al., 2012; Sulkowski, Demaray, & Lazarus, 
2012). An appreciation of how early intervention can determine the quality of a 
student’s adult mental health status, emphasises the need for appropriate counselling 
support in schools. 
Not only does poor mental health in early life have a personal cost, the 
cumulative effect of the younger generation being mentally unwell also has a social 
and economic cost.  A recent government report estimated that mental illness in 
males aged 12-25 costs the Australian economy $3.27 billion per annum or $387,000 
per hour in lost production . Furthermore “suicide has been found to be the largest 
single cause of death in young Australian males aged 15–24 years” (Degney et al., 
2012). These facts highlight the importance of good mental health not only for 
ensuring productive educational outcomes, but for general wellbeing and positive 
mental health in later life.  The need to address not only the social and economic 
costs has provided the impetus for government action in this area.  Significant 
government financial commitment has been made to bettering and nurturing the 
mental health for Australian young people. This has resulted in a number of 
initiatives such as MindMatters (De Jong & Griffiths, 2008; Wyn, Cahill, 
Holdsworth, Rowling, & Carson, 2000), KidsMatter (Fasano & Cavanagh, 2009) and 
the establishment of Headspace centres across the nation (McGorry et al., 2007).  
3.1.3 Young People do not Seek Help 
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As the school is the place where young people spend much of their time, it is 
only appropriate to provide services in schools. The reasons why young people at 
risk often do not avail themselves of the counselling services within the school may 
be due to a number of factors which determine the effectiveness of their help-seeking 
skills.  Though there has been research into the help-seeking behaviours of young 
people, there has been a lack of clarity in defining and conceptualising help-seeking 
in terms of how it is measured.  Rickwood and Thomas (2012) have addressed this 
issue and attempted to give form to this area of research. As a result, a working 
definition of help-seeking is provided: 
“In the mental health context, help-seeking is an adaptive coping process that 
is the attempt to obtain external assistance to deal with a mental health 
concern.” (p. 180)  
The fact that some students do not seek help at school is not due to the absence of 
support staff.  The school counsellor, sometimes referred to as the school guidance 
counsellor or guidance officer, is a permanent staff member of schools in the state of 
Queensland. 
3.1.4 School Counsellors Provide Student Support  
 Counselling is a primary role of the school counsellor in the secondary 
school. Their importance as a key professional who can provide appropriate 
assistance to young people with mental health difficulties was highlighted in the 
findings of a national survey of mental health and wellbeing. It was found that when 
young people do seek professional help, school counsellors are second only to 
general practitioners as the preferred source of help (Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & 
Clarke, 2007). The vital role schools have in promoting the mental health of young 
people is now recognised in other countries such as the United Kingdom (Hornby & 
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Atkinson, 2003). Counsellors in Australian secondary schools are in an ideal position 
to provide students with appropriate professional support when they experience 
mental health difficulties.  
The school-based counsellor is readily available to secondary students at 
school and is usually a permanent member of staff.  Their presence in the school 
gives the school counsellor an appreciation of the ethos of that particular school and 
knowledge of available local resources.  Even though face-to-face counselling 
services are available to students in high schools, and school counsellors are the 
second most preferred professional for young people, the majority of students ‘at 
risk’ of developing serious mental health difficulties still do not access the school 
counsellor (Cigularov, Chen, Thurber, & Stallones, 2008). A Brisbane study of 
secondary school adolescents revealed that students who require assistance and had 
sought assistance from the school counsellor appreciated the fact that the counsellor 
was readily available.  However, the same study also highlighted the fact that many 
students were not willing to access the school counsellor due to a number of 
perceived barriers. One of these barriers that students were concerned about was the 
issue of confidentiality (Sheffield, Fiorenza, & Sofronoff, 2004). However, some 
young people do seek help in an online environment where some of these barriers are 
perceived to not exist. 
3.1.5 Integration of Technology in the Lives of Students 
The value which young people put on social networking sites and mobile 
phones is evidence of the importance they place on the need to be connected with 
their peers. This need to be connected has led to some in the marketing world to dub 
Gen-Y as the main participants of the connected generation or the ‘C’ generation 
(Solis, 2012).  The internet and communication technologies continue to play an ever 
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increasing role in the social lives of the Gen-Y and even more so in the current Gen-
Z.  Young people treat the mobile phone as an essential necessity of life and depend 
on their use mainly for relational purposes either for talking or texting to 
communicate with their friends (Campbell, 2005). Young people also increasingly 
use social networking platforms such as FaceBook, Twitter, Instagram and Tumblr. 
Relationships are often developed online and social networking sites are used to 
monitor potential romantic partners. 
3.1.6 Online Help for Young People 
As technology and the internet are a familiar resource for young people, it is 
logical that they would seek assistance for health concerns, including mental health, 
from this source (Figge, 2014) and in 2003 it was estimated that 67% of adolescents 
would use e-resources to seek medical information (Skinner, Biscope, Poland & 
Golberg, 2003). As a result there is a need to provide appropriate websites that 
provide therapeutic information for young people (Gray, Klien, Noyce, Sesselberg & 
Cantrill, 2005; Reynolds, Griffiths, & Christensen, 2011). A number of ‘youth 
friendly’ websites have been developed in Australia such as Reachout 
(http://reachout.com.au) and Sane Australia’s itsallright.org (http://itsallright.org) 
mental health site. However, the information presented is mostly limited to static 
presentations in the form of Frequently Asked Questions, fact sheets and suggested 
links to other sites.  
At the same time within the wider community, there is the developing use of 
online counselling for adults with mental health problems as evidenced by the 
increasing library of manuals and handbooks for the online therapist (e.g. Evans, 
2009; Kraus, Zack & Stricker, 2004). Therefore the provision of online counselling 
within the secondary school setting may assist students experiencing such difficulties 
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and though an initial trial indicated potential benefits for students (Glasheen & 
Campbell, 2008), it has not been integrated into the practice of Australian school 
counsellors.  
As indicated earlier, the use of technology in the treatment of mental health 
problems is becoming a reality in the wider community. Rickwood (2012) has 
described this as the e-spectrum where a variety of interventions now exist. Not only 
do these innovations supplement traditional face-to-face support, but they provide 
creative and new levels of intervention in terms of online counselling.   
3.1.7 Online Counselling 
In essence, ‘online counselling’ is the use of computers and the internet by 
counsellors and clients to communicate for the purpose of attaining some therapeutic 
and productive relationship.  Richards and Vigano (2012) describe online 
counselling as the 
“ delivery of therapeutic interventions in cyberspace where the 
communication between a trained professional counselor and client(s) is 
facilitated using computer-mediated communication (CMC) technologies 
provided as a stand-alone service or as an adjunct to other therapeutic 
interventions” (p. 699). 
This definition includes two forms of online communication, namely asynchronous 
communication such as emails where there is a time delay between interactions, and 
synchronous communication where the written dialogue is immediate as occurs in an 
online chat room.   
For the purposes of this research, the definition of online counselling provided by 
Richards and Vigano’s has been adopted with the caveat that it is further defined as 
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the use of synchronous online text-based chat facilities for the conduct of a 
counselling intervention.  
The effectiveness of online counselling has been found to be at least equal to 
face-to-face counselling (Barak, Hen, Boniel-Nissim, & Shapira, 2008; Richards & 
Vigano, 2013). A comparison study conducted into the effectiveness of the two 
mediums offered through Brisbane based Kids Help Line, an Australian national 
telephone and online counselling service for youth, found that the session impact of 
online counselling was not as strong as telephone counselling (King, Bambling, 
Reid, & Thomas, 2006). However, in another study of this service, it was found that 
online counselling was less threatening for many young people (King, et al., 2006). 
Hanley (2009) who used both quantitative and qualitative instruments found that the 
quality and nature of the online alliance could be rated as medium to high for users 
of the U.K. service, Kooth.com. A later study indicated the need for online 
counsellors to be aware of a young person’s motivation to seek counselling online as 
this impacts on the therapeutic relationship which is crucial to counselling outcomes 
(Hanley, 2012).  
However, in spite of generally positive findings about online counselling, 
many school counsellors believe that online counselling is not as engaging as face-
to-face counselling. Early research indicated that online counselling may not suit 
everyone and all conditions (Abbott, Klein, & Ciechomski, 2008). However, the 
potential benefits of the ‘disinhibition effect’ as described by Suler (2005) which is 
present in the online interaction, often leads to early disclosure of personal 
information and may in fact mean that the length of rapport building may be reduced 
online.   The fact that young people tend to be more uninhibited online may be an 
advantage when fostering help-seeking avenues with ‘at-risk’ youth.  It seems that 
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the opportunity that online counselling may provide for young people experiencing 
various forms of distress, may be a positive force in building help-seeking behaviour 
among this cohort. 
Richards and Viganò (2013) reviewed the literature across the spectrum of 
online interventions which included video conferencing, email and chat.  A meta-
analysis of the processes and outcomes of online interaction such as the disinhibition 
effect, the loss of cues and ethical considerations, concluded that even if practitioners 
have reservations about the effectiveness of online counselling, clients have adopted 
the technology and will continue to seek help online. As young people are dependent 
on technology in many areas of their lives, it is logical that they will increasingly 
seek help through technology (Figge, 2014). 
The argument for providing online counselling for students at school is based 
on a number of further considerations.  The first of these is that online counselling 
within the school setting provides students with easier access to the school 
counsellor. The school counsellor is usually known to the students, and the use of 
computer technology facilitates the ability of students to contact the counsellor by ‘a 
click on their laptop’.  This availability of school counselling services means that 
young people are not reliant on their parents to arrange and pay for professional 
counselling within the community. In the secondary school students can access the 
counsellor without parental consent which also contributes to counsellor 
accessibility. However, in spite of the counselling services within the school being 
readily accessible, the face-to-face services are not attracting a large proportion of 
those who need help (Rickwood, Deane, & Wilson, 2007). The provision of an 
online counselling service has the potential to address some of the issues hindering 
students from using school counselling services. Possibly the provision of online 
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access to the school counsellor may overcome some of the barriers to seek help and 
encourage more young people to access help. 
From understanding the importance of providing assistance to young people 
in schools, it is logical to examine if school counsellors would adopt technology to 
provide an avenue for young people to seek help when required. The fact that young 
people already seek help through community based online services, poses the 
question as to why school counsellors do not offer online counselling to the students 
in their schools.  
3.2 The Stakeholders: School Counsellors 
3.2.1 The Nature of Counsellors and their Use of Technology 
There are many school counsellors who are reluctant to fully engage with the 
new technology. At the end of the twentieth century, Owen and Weikel (1999) found 
school counsellors were only moderately confident in their use of computers with 
some authors speculating that the personality types who are attracted to school 
counselling are wary of technology (Myrick & Sabella, 1995). They describe 
themselves as “people people” or “not technically minded”.  Another early 
exploratory study by Othman (2000) indicated that school counsellors were unready 
and unprepared to use the Internet to conduct online counselling sessions. It would 
be assumed that as technology has developed so too has the confidence of 
counsellors to use it. More recent research indicates that school counsellors are 
becoming more confident in using the various technologies (Vinluan, 2011) though 
there is no evidence that they are using computer mediated communication in 
counselling interventions with students.  
Another reason for this reluctance could be a perceived lack of control over 
the therapeutic relationship when counselling is conducted online. As Wright (2002) 
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argued, this is because online work subverts traditional power relationships between 
counsellors and clients. School counsellors might be even more susceptible to the 
loss of this traditional power relationship than others because of the additional adult-
child relationship already existing within the therapeutic relationship and in the 
school as counsellors have usually been teachers previously.  
Counsellors situated in secondary schools are readily available to support 
students attending school.  However, as few school counsellors use online 
counselling there is no research conducted on the benefits of such an innovation.  
The fact that online counselling allows counsellors to be more flexible in the delivery 
of counselling services, with creative possibilities (Richards, 2009), seems to be 
negated by the concerns and possible pitfalls of online use which, in turn, have 
prompted debate on the philosophical as well as the practical aspects of offering 
counselling via technology (Abney & Maddux, 2004). The significant number of 
counsellors who have for some time used online technology in their interactions with 
their adult clients (Alleman, 2002; Barak, 1999; Norcross, Hedges, & Prochaska. 
2002) has not been replicated within the school setting.  School counsellors have 
resisted adopting synchronous computer mediated communication as part of their 
service delivery in Australia possibly because of their beliefs about the nature of 
counselling and their aptitude to be effective.  
3.2.2 Evidence of Effectiveness  
School counsellors may be reticent to introduce online counselling into their 
practice due to their lack of conviction that the effort would reap effective results. As 
a professional body, school counsellors are increasingly required to implement 
evidence-based research into their practice (Rieckmann, Bergmann, & Rasplica, 
2011), and justification may be necessary to persuade school counsellors to adopt 
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and integrate online technology into the delivery of their counselling services. Much 
of the research of online counselling has been with university or college students 
(Baron, Bierschwale, & Bleiberg, 2006; Richards, 2009; Tanrikulu, 2009). To date 
the research on the effectiveness of online counselling is limited in scope and 
breadth. Research with online counselling and adolescents is even scarcer, while 
online counselling by school counsellors is almost non-existent. Attempts to assess 
the effectiveness of online counselling have often been based on comparing the 
different modes of counselling. Some researchers contend that as online relationships 
are different from face-to-face counselling relationships, no better or no worse, and 
comparing them is misguided (Anthony, 2000). Some research comparing the 
effectiveness of online with face-to-face counselling has shown no difference in 
effectiveness between the modalities. For example, Cohen and Kerr (1998) compared 
the impact of computer assisted and face-to-face techniques on clients’ level of 
anxiety and attitudes towards counselling and found no significant difference. King 
and his associates (King, Bambling, Lloyd, et al., 2006; King, Bambling, Reid, & 
Thomas, 2006) have been tracking the effectiveness of the Kids Help Line 
counselling services and found that online counselling did have some  limitations and 
had less session impact and alliances than telephone counselling. This suggests that a 
direct comparison of online counselling with other modes could be misleading, as all 
modes have particular advantages and disadvantages.   
A recent study compared a group of distressed adolescents (N=100) with a 
control group of non- distressed adolescents (N=50) investigating the benefits of 
using instant messaging (IM). Instant messaging incorporates a similar process of 
texting as used in online chat. By using a pre and post-test methodology, it was found 
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that when emotionally distressed adolescents ‘Instant Messaged’ their friends, there 
was a significant reduction in their level of distress (Dolev-Cohen, & Barak, 2013). 
One study by Lunt (2004), which did investigate school students’ perceptions 
of online counselling in an American suburban church school, found that almost 50% 
of students would like the opportunity to access a counsellor from their home and 
almost 40% were comfortable giving information about themselves in their home 
setting. Though these aspects of online counselling were attractive to the students, 
when asked if they would contact the school counsellor online, fewer than 10% were 
prepared to access the counsellor online. This may be due to the fact that this was a 
small church school where the students were significantly familiar with the school 
counsellor and a strong community existed.  Apart from this study, which included 
student perceptions of online counselling, there appears to be a lack of research 
specifically into online counselling within schools.  
3.2.3 Online Competencies 
Another major difficulty that faces school counsellors at the moment is the 
lack of training in counselling with the new technologies (Mallen, Vogel,  & 
Rochlen, 2005). This applies both to the preparation courses for school counsellors 
as well as the in-service professional development for practising school counsellors.  
Often counsellors are concerned (as are some clients) that the lack of nonverbal 
messages will hinder the counselling therapeutic process and will fundamentally 
undermine the achievement of an effective counselling relationship. The absence of 
voice tone, body language, expression and eye contact seem fundamental to the 
practice of traditional counselling.  Counsellors at Kids Help Line found that apart 
from the many advantages of the online mode, the lack of emotional cues did make it 
difficult to ascertain the severity of the young person’s emotional state and there was 
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a need for strategies to overcome this difficulty (Bambling, King, Reid, & Wegner, 
2008). Courses in skill development particular for a process that lacks visual and 
auditory communication cues would need to be readily available to ensure effective 
therapeutic practices are developed. The importance of such professional 
development was highlighted in the recommendations for youth online services in 
the U.K. (Hanley, 2006).  Just as there is a need for further research on the 
effectiveness of online counselling so too professional training in this nascent field of 
youth online counselling must be based on sound psychological principles (Barnett, 
2005). If schools counsellors were to pursue the use of online technologies, there will 
be implications for pre-service courses as well as the need for in-service skill 
development. 
3.2.4 Ethical Concerns 
             Another concern for school counsellors may be ethical issues; that is, will the 
students be properly cared for when engaging in online counselling? There may be 
concerns that the ability to follow through with an ‘at risk’ student may be curtailed 
because an online client can disconnect and thereby terminate the counselling 
session. However, this is a similar problem to telephone counselling which could be 
overcome by asking the student for a phone number, or an address in the case of an 
emergency or failure of the technology. Additionally, because the client can choose 
to be anonymous, there can be issues with informed consent if the client is a minor. 
There are however, professional associations which publish ethical guidelines for 
practitioners wishing to use online counselling, such as the American Psychological 
Association (2003) and the Australian Psychological Society (1999).  Guidelines 
specifically designed for online practice have been published by the British 
Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (Anthony & Jamieson, 2005). In 
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particular, these guidelines need to specifically address the counselling of young 
people online, and promote the specialised skills required by practitioners when 
working with minors and vulnerable young people. The need for counsellor 
education in the ethical and legal implications of working online is essential for best 
practice (Abbott, Klein, & Ciechomski, 2008).  The research conducted as part of 
this thesis informs possible principles for working in the online medium. 
3.2.5 Legal Concerns  
A further concern for school counsellors may be the legal implications if 
‘something goes wrong?’ The legal implications are a significant consideration when 
implementing online counselling and though there is a legal duty to provide a 
competent, consensual and confidential service, a review of these requirements 
concludes that the benefits of online counselling for clients is worthwhile.  In fact the 
point is made that as long as the duty of care and the legal requirements for 
mandatory reporting which are required in a face-to-face environment are also 
responsibly followed, the legal issues of online counselling are more related to 
jurisdiction of practice (Zack, 2008).   As members of a school community, school 
counsellors have a duty of care to the students. In an emergency situation, contact 
may need to be made with police, ambulance, or a child welfare agency. However, it 
may not be possible to assist an anonymous client in locating support services. For 
Kids Help Line in 2002 there were 6% of calls where help could not be given either 
because of the client terminating or that there was no appropriate service available in 
their area (Kids Help Line, 2003b). This risk level needs to be weighed against the 
potential likelihood of the client not accessing help at all. 
These issues relating to ethical, legal and practical requirements may be 
inhibiting the implementation of online counselling within secondary schools; 
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however, counsellors may be hesitant because they are not convinced students would 
use online counselling at school.   
3.3 The Other Stakeholders: Students 
The fact that many young people do not seek help when it is needed has 
motivated this research.  The reasons for this reluctance to access professional help is 
due to a combination of factors integral to the nature of young people and their 
attitudes to seeking help while living in a digital world.  
3.3.1 Adolescents’ Help-seeking Behaviours  
As it has been estimated that only 1 in 4 young people with clinical 
symptoms seek professional assistance (Birleson, Sawyer & Storm, 2000; Rickwood, 
Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005), it is somewhat surprising that there have only 
been a small number of studies into the help-seeking behaviours of students at 
school. Metastudies of help-seeking indicated that only 10% of research studies 
involved students at school as participants (Rickwood & Thomas, 2012). However, 
though not specifically focused on students in schools, a number of studies have 
attempted to understand why young people appear to be reticent to seek help.   
An early Israeli study of over 512 adolescents with a mean age of 15 
investigated the difference between the young person’s willingness to seek help for 
themselves and referring others for help. Girls were more willing than boys to seek 
help from their parents and friends and more young people were prepared to refer 
others for help than seek help for themselves (Raviv, Sills, Raviv, & Wilansky, 
2000). Though the general help-seeking behaviours of young people are generally 
poor, young males are even more unlikely to seek help than young females.  
An early Australian study by Fallon and Bowles (1999) found that females 
were more likely to ask for help with problems classified as both major and minor. 
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Major problems were regarded as those associated with more stigma and boys tended 
to limit their help-seeking to issues with less stigma such as educational and career 
concerns. This finding underlines the fact that males are reluctant to seek help for 
sensitive and personal problems. In a further work by the same authors (Fallon & 
Bowles, 2001) the issue is raised that the heightened levels of distress which may 
accompany the action of asking for help needs to be addressed before the presenting 
issue can be worked through. This factor may inhibit adolescent males’ help-seeking 
behaviours.  Another barrier proposed as the basis of this reluctance of males to seek 
help, is the student’s perceived inability to know how to talk to school counsellors 
(Beattie, Cunningham, & Zelenko, 2006).  
 A survey of young male callers to Kids Help Line found that although nearly 
half (49%) wanted to discuss their emotional experiences, more often they were 
concerned that people would react negatively and they would be judged as crazy or 
uncool (Kids Help Line, 2003d). There is also a possible social cost to the individual 
if they appear to be incompetent or inferior to others if they appear to need help (Lee, 
2002). Additionally, they were afraid of being seen as weak and therefore concerned 
about being teased (Glasheen, 1998). In a more recent study, Reavley and Jorm 
(2011) found that depressed students were understood to be suffering from a sickness 
by their peers and they were regarded as more dangerous and unpredictable. The 
belief that males should be self-sufficient when they experience problems was borne 
out in the words of one young senior school male student who participated in a focus 
group as part of the current research “I just don’t believe that coming and seeing, 
talking to a person about your problems is going to help, …it is up to you to deal 
with it yourself” (Glasheen, Campbell & Shochet, 2014) 
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   The fact that boys are less likely to seek help than girls, may be due to their 
belief that they need to adhere to gender norms which include competitiveness, 
emotional stoicism, anti-femininity and homophobia (Addis, 2008). Additionally, 
possibly through socialisation, males presume that they should be able to resolve 
issues independently. The impact of masculinity constructs may be useful in 
explaining why boys do not seek help.  Addis & Mahalik (2003) include in their 
discussion of social constructs, the need for males to be capable of reciprocation.   As 
they do not perceive mental health as normative, they may not appreciate how they 
could return the favour.  Associated with this need is the quality of their social 
network and how acceptable it is to discuss mental health problems. This explanation 
contributes to why boys who do seek help, are reluctant to let their peers know that 
they are seeking professional assistance and they do not wish to appear weak or 
troubled (Francis, Boyd, Aisbett, Newnham, & Newnham, 2006 ; Glasheen, 1998; 
Timlin-Scalera, Ponterotto, Blumberg, & Jackson, 2003).  The tendency of males to 
not seek help as readily as females has been explained in terms of socialisation and 
clearly boys are socialised to seek less help than girls (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & 
Ciarrochi, 2005).  
The fact that young men often sense an inadequacy in communicating has 
been found to impact on the way young males use online websites.  They tend to use 
the internet for entertainment which results in interaction with other gamers. 
Investigation into the motivation of older adolescents’ use of social networking sites 
indicate that older male adolescents who are less secure in face-to-face interactions 
are also more inclined to seek social compensation through these sites (Barker, 
2009).  In the same study it was also found that females tend to seek out these sites as 
a means of maintaining their relationships with their peers. The importance of social 
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networking sites as a means of supporting a girl’s self-esteem reinforces the 
importance of online technology to this younger generation.  
Gender is not the only factor preventing a young person from seeking 
assistance. If a young person is feeling hopeless they are most possibly suffering 
from depression and are less likely to seek help. Possibly if they are anxious and 
concerned about how they would be accepted by the counsellor or professional, they 
also may be hesitant to seek help. These realities which contribute to the help-
seeking behaviours of young people, highlight the need for schools to develop 
strategies and preventative processes that assist young people to seek help at this 
crucial time of their development (Birleson, Sawyer, & Storm, 2000). 
3.3.2 The Negation Effect 
Young people do not seek help when they start to become unwell, and as their 
condition worsen, they become more distressed, and their intention to seek help 
becomes even more diminished.  This phenomenon has been described as the 
‘negation effect’ (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005). When a young 
person develops a mental health problem especially depression, there is a greater 
chance of them self-harming and entertaining suicidal ideation. As the mental health 
condition becomes more severe, there is a corresponding reaction by the individual 
and the greater likelihood of them refraining from seeking help.  This can result in 
suicidal behaviour and potentially, completed suicides. Even though there has been 
some recent decrease in the suicide rate for young Australians (Nielssen & Large, 
2010), suicide is still a leading cause of death in the 15-24 year old cohort with 
Australia being ranked seventh above such countries as the United States of America, 
the United Kingdom and Japan with males representing the largest proportion of 
these young people (McNamara, 2013). As mental health difficulties are a major 
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contributor to suicidal behaviour, the ‘negation effect’ needs to be addressed to save 
lives of young people. King, Strunk, and Sorter (2011) while investigating the 
effectiveness of school programs in suicide prevention, found that students not only 
were more likely to have reduced suicidal ideation three months after a preventative 
program, but they also had come to know an adult in the school with whom they felt 
comfortable to discuss their problems.  This highlights the importance of using whole 
school approaches to assist young people to connect with those who can help.  
3.3.3 Connectedness to Others 
Students might not be accessing help at school because of their non-
connection with school. Maslow (1943) identified belonging as a primary need and it 
is understandable that if students do not feel this sense of belonging to a school, 
anxiety and stress may result. A large longitudinal study by a team of researchers led 
by Bond (2007) found that school engagement had a long term effect on the mental 
health, substance use and educational achievements two and four years on from the 
Year 8 level of schooling. The experience of alienation could lead to withdrawal and 
isolation resulting in the onset of depression. If a student does not sense a 
connectedness to others in the school, they may be hesitant to seek help from the 
school counsellor. 
Consideration of how this generation of young people has adopted 
technology to stay connected with their peers provides an argument for justifying the 
use of this medium to foster help-seeking behaviours. Research related to 
connectedness and its importance for wellbeing and help-seeking indicates that the 
factor of connectedness may be a determining factor in help-seeking. Not only do 
young people crave for connectedness with their peers, but they also have a need to 
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be connected to the online world and this is achieved by being connected to the 
internet whenever there is a need for information. 
3.3.4 Health Information Online 
The availability of health information websites has increased in recent years 
and confirms the value placed by some agencies on the use of this medium in the 
lives of young people. A study  of adolescents in New York found that 20% of 
students access health information on the internet – this being the same percentage as  
seeking help from the school counsellor or a mental health professional (Gould, 
Munfakh, Lubell, Kleinman, & Parker, 2002). It was also found that the main online 
medium young people access was the ‘chat room’. An interesting observation was 
that where females usually were more likely to seek traditional forms of help, when it 
came to accessing information over the internet, there was no gender imbalance and 
the online technology appears to have overcome the gender divide and both male and 
female adolescents sought help over the internet.  Another finding was that the 
internet did not replace formal sources of help and the information gleaned from the 
internet was used in conjunction with the traditional sources of help. This fact would 
suggest that online counselling may be most effective as an adjunct to traditional 
sources of help. 
3.3.5 Online Counselling and the Therapeutic Relationship 
In contrast to accessing websites for static information, online counselling as 
defined in this thesis as mentioned before is - the use of online text-based chat 
facilities for the conduct of a counselling interaction which is suited to the dynamic 
interactions of the therapeutic process. The use of online technology in therapy is 
referred to as e-therapy and this has been perceived as a useful tool for those who 
provide mental health support (Manhal-Baugus, 2001). However, e-therapy often 
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refers to the use of email as a supplementary process to conventional face-to-face 
counselling.  This is referred to as asynchronous due to the time delay required to 
transfer messages.  The use of synchronous chat room facilities allows for immediate 
and real time interaction.   
In Australia, as in other countries, there has been a rapid increase of online 
counselling services for adults from 1992 onwards (Gedge, 2002).  This reality of 
online counselling has prompted professional debate resulting in the publication of 
special journal editions (Mallen & Vogel, 2005a). Much of the early research of 
online counselling has focused on its emergence within the community and the 
debate as to its legitimacy as a useful psychological service (Chester & Glass, 2006; 
Gedge, 2002; Rochlen, Zack, & Speyer, 2004).  Professional discussion has in more 
recent times taken up the challenge of Barak (1999) who identified the need for 
further research into the effectiveness of these initiatives.  A special journal edition 
dedicated to the advent of computer mediated communication in therapy examined 
online counselling from the perspective of counselling psychology (Mallen & Vogel, 
2005b). These researchers argue that a counselling psychology framework is an 
appropriate one to evaluate online counselling as it employs a scientist-practitioner 
model of research.  Counselling psychologists are thereby qualified to assess the 
ethical and clinical usefulness of counselling practised online and determine the 
effectiveness of the therapeutic relationship.  
The use of chat and instant messaging for the purposes of building an online 
therapeutic relationship with a 16-year-old boy was reported and demonstrated by 
Derrig-Palumbo (2010).  The powerful use of text showed that the boy who normally 
had difficulty discussing issues face-to-face was able to ‘open up’ in the chat room 
with the therapist and as a result was able to communicate more effectively with his 
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parents. Derrig-Palumbo concludes that in the future, online therapy will be regarded 
as being no different from face-to-face therapy.    Analysis of the therapeutic alliance 
online has indicated that a meaningful relationship can be established between the 
counsellor and adult clients (Cook & Doyle, 2002). Associated with this therapeutic 
relationship is the issue of ethical practice and professional conduct (Kanani & 
Regehr, 2003; Shaw & Shaw, 2006). Other research has considered the 
demographics of those who access online counselling and found all ages and both 
genders hold favourable views of this mode of delivery (DuBois, 2004). Research 
into the use of online counselling for males suffering from addictions has indicated 
that males may prefer this mode of counselling due to its perceived sense of 
anonymity and privacy afforded by the online relationship (Young, 2005). The area 
has achieved a level of credibility with practitioners and clients to warrant the 
development of handbooks dedicated to its development (Kraus, Zack, & Stricker, 
2004).  
3.3.6 Building the ‘Online’ Therapeutic Relationship 
Research is developing on how to overcome the perceived inadequacies of 
the online modality such as the lack of emotional cues in text-based messages, and 
strategies have been used that promotes the development of the online relationship. 
There are conventions specific to text-based online communication which people use 
outside of therapy. These include varying the size of the font, using capitals for 
emphasis, posting semi-pictorial symbols for specific emotions such as emoticons, 
and the use of a variety of ‘short-hand’ acronyms and other techniques which aide 
increased understanding (Wright, 2002) . This gives added emotional expression 
which facilitates greater understanding similar to Murphy and Mitchell’s (1998) 
emotional bracketing. More recent research into the use of emoticons in online 
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communication found that they can be used as a substitute for visual cues and 
expressions of emotions (Derks, Bos, & von Grumbkow, 2008). In an attempt to 
enhance interactivity, Kids Help Line has developed visual tools to enhance their 
online counselling service (Kids Help Line, 2003c). These tools, developed in 
conjunction with Queensland University of Technology’s Creative Industries 
Faculty, provide more ways for young people to express themselves by showing their 
emotions rather than limiting their exchanges to describing their feelings in words. A 
counsellor can present to the client a set of icons or ‘emoticons’ (coloured jewels) 
representing the most common emotions and a sliding scale from 1 to 10 to rate the 
intensity or frequency of their feelings. 
In addition, an audio graphic telecommunication system that supports 
counselling by speech and sharable computer drawings which can be used with 
standard home computers has been explored with adults (Collie, Cubranic, & Long, 
2002). The system supports five tasks of speaking within the group, drawing, passing 
drawings, maintaining awareness of other group members’ activities and showing 
drawings to the other group members. The authors suggest that adolescents who 
might be averse to face-to-face counselling are potential clients for counselling 
provided through this online medium. This facility is available in most web 
conferencing software widely used today in education and business. 
3.3.7 Status of Online Relationship 
Online interactions by their nature are more balanced in the power 
relationship between counsellor and client compared with counselling conducted 
face-to-face where the counsellor generally appears to control the interactions.  Due 
to the online communication mode, the client has as much technical control over the 
session as the counsellor which in turn contributes to a levelling of power differences 
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between counsellor and client (Murphy & Mitchell, 1998). This is closely allied with 
the privacy which online counselling affords, especially to boys who feel they might 
not be able to contain their emotions and embarrass themselves face-to-face and are 
able, through an online counselling consultation, to stay relatively ‘one-step-
removed’ from the counsellor. Using computers may be particularly empowering for 
people who feel intimidated initially and adolescents who are familiar with 
technology and are averse to face-to-face counselling could benefit by cyber 
counselling (Collie, Cubranic, & Long, 2002). Additionally, the ‘disinhibition effect’ 
of online communication creates the potential for students to be more open with the 
counsellor than in a face-to-face situation (Suler, 2005).  The student has more time 
to consider comments in what has been termed the ‘zone of reflection’ and can re-
read the counsellor’s comment before responding to prompts and questions. Online 
counselling also allows both parties to make a record of the transaction.  
3.3.8 Sense of Anonymity 
The lack of anonymity and privacy for students in accessing the school 
counsellor, sometimes caused by the placing of the counsellor’s room in the school’s 
administration block, may inhibit students from sourcing counselling at school. In 
addition, students need to be excused from classes to see the counsellor. One of the 
main benefits claimed for online counselling is that the student can choose to 
maintain relative anonymity.  It could be argued that online counselling has the 
advantage of more flexibility. Instead of students missing classes, they can access the 
school counsellor at other times. The availability of an online counselling service 
within the school setting would provide more privacy for the young person, and since 
no one is aware of the student accessing the school counsellor, it has the potential to 
reduce stigma.   
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Early studies indicated that the possible anonymity of internet 
communications could be beneficial in enhancing the quality of relationships formed 
online (Lea & Spears, 1995). Though not always totally anonymous, the relative 
anonymity may make communication through the Internet easier for young people 
who are socially awkward but nonetheless eager to connect with others (Wolak, 
Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2002). Kids Help Line, (2003d) reported that many young 
people say they would never have sought help if online counselling was not 
available. Further, it has been reported that the issues that they discuss on line are 
more severe and complex. The young people reported that deeply personal issues and 
difficult and sensitive topics are easier to write than talk about (Kids Help Line, 
2003c). Compared to those who used the Kids Help Line telephone service, those 
who accessed online counselling were three times more likely in 2002, to seek help 
for eating behaviours, mental health, suicide ideation, emotional and behaviour 
management, sexual assault and self-image. This could be explained by Huang and 
Alessi’s (1996) finding that relationships formed online seem to be less inhibited, 
leading to faster intimate disclosures and frank, authentic responses. The benefits of 
technology for young people in particular have been identified as a way of 
overcoming their ‘shyness’ and ‘paranoia’ of meeting a therapist (Moulding, 2007; 
Nicholas, Oliver, Lee, & O'Brien, 2004). A pilot study by the researcher (see 
Appendix A) has indicated that once an online service is available in a school setting, 
a number of students do make use of it (Glasheen & Campbell, 2008). However, the 
factors that contributed to student use needs further investigation and it is necessary 
to establish if the number of perceived benefits are, in reality, accepted by secondary 
students.   
3.4 Integrating Technology into School Counselling Services 
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As already outlined, the internet has become a valuable and integral part of 
secondary school students’ social activities.  Students in high schools have access to 
technology and use it consistently for educational initiatives employing the use of 
online technologies in the area of career development (Andrews, 2000). Also the 
development and use of health based websites in schools has been shown to be 
beneficial in mental health intervention (Santor, Poulin, LeBlanc, & Kusumakar, 
2007). Chat room support groups have been used successfully in the Netherlands to 
provide intervention for young people suffering from depressive symptoms (Gerrits, 
van der Zanden,, Visscher, & Conijn, 2007) . Online focus groups of young people in 
the United Kingdom have identified the need to ensure ethical and professional 
standards as would normally be pursued in face-to-face services (Hanley, 2006).  
Some community-based services provide online counselling to young people, 
though these are often restricted to specific issues such as drug and alcohol use.  
CounsellingOnline (www.counsellingonline.org.au) is an Australian Government 
website where qualified drug and alcohol counsellors provide free online text based 
counselling. The Australian community based youth service, Kids Help Line, 
introduced email and web counselling to complement the telephone help line in 1999 
and 2000 (Ellerman-Bull, 2003; Kids Help Line, 2003a) In the United Kingdom, E-
motion (www.visyon.org.uk) and Kooth (www.kooth.com) provide online 
counselling for youth (Hanley, 2004; 2007). Additionally, Metoyou 
(www.metoyou.org.sg) is an external counselling service which schools in Singapore 
can subscribe to and make available to students (Moulding, 2007). 
Investigations into the effectiveness of the internet services provided by Kids 
Help Line found users who were motivated to use the online counselling service 
preferred the privacy and emotional safety provided by the medium.  This particular 
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study which used online semi-structured discussion groups revealed that though 
young people found the service beneficial, they were sometimes frustrated by time 
restraints.  This included waiting times and the times available for counselling 
sessions (King et al., 2006).  The time aspect of the national service would be less 
likely to be a disadvantage for a school-based service which would be accessed by 
students from the one school. 
3.4.1 Online Counselling in Schools as a ‘Pathway’ to Other Interventions 
Online counselling within the school may assist the student to seek more 
traditional forms of psychological assistance. It has been demonstrated that computer 
mediated communication can enhance subsequent face to face interactions in 
corporate situations (Dietz-Uhler, & Bishop-Clark, 2001) so it is logical that a 
student who establishes a therapeutic relationship with the counsellor online, is more 
likely to continue this interaction face-to-face. As Sampson and Kolodinsky (1997) 
suggest, after becoming more secure in the counselling relationship the client may be 
willing to meet in person. Adolescents already meet in person with each other after 
chatting online, especially if the new friend lives in the vicinity (Wolak et al., 2002). 
Further, the school counsellor, being in the same area as the student, can offer further 
help and support by knowing the availability of local services within the student’s 
own community, which is difficult through a national helpline. Cooper (2006) in his 
evaluation of Scottish counselling services has highlighted the preference of students 
for counsellors to be school based. 
The challenge for professional school counsellors is how to utilise this 
exciting and dynamic resource. Why the technologically adept younger generation is 
not being offered counselling in the school setting through a medium familiar to 
them, demands further research. 
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3.5 Summary 
Possibly the provision of online access to the school counsellor may allay 
some of the reservations that young people have about seeking help and encourage 
more of them to access professional help. However, the significant increase in the 
number of counsellors who use online technology in their interactions with their 
adult clients (Barak, 1999; Alleman, 2002; Norcross, Hedges, & Prochaska, 2002) 
has not been replicated within the school setting.  School counsellors who work with 
adolescents have not, as a professional group, adopted synchronous computer 
mediated communication as part of their service delivery in Australia. A number of 
the factors already cited such as lack of skills including the ability to deal with the 
ethical and legal issues, may contribute to this hesitancy to adopt online counselling 
within schools. The fact that school counsellors do not use online counselling has 
meant that there is no research conducted on the benefits of such an innovation.  The 
fact that online counselling would allow counsellors to be more flexible in the 
delivery of counselling services, with creative possibilities, seems to be negated by 
the overwhelming concerns and possible pitfalls of online use. The fact that school 
counsellors have not adopted online technologies in their counselling would suggest 
their hesitancy is based on their perception that there are few benefits for them as 
counsellors. This research may lead to further research that will help alleviate these 
concerns of school counsellors.  
 The coupling of young peoples’ preference for using technology in their 
communication with others and the possibility of offering counselling support online 
offers potential benefits for adolescent mental health.  The challenge for professional 
helpers is how to utilise this exciting and dynamic resource.  This thesis focuses on 
the reasons why school counsellors do not provide online counselling when there is 
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an argument to use online technology with this generation of young people who have 
integrated technology into their everyday lives.  However, the question remains as to 
how successful online counselling would be in helping young people when they are 
faced with stressful life events and mental health concerns.  Therefore the other 
question that needs to be examined is the possible uptake of such a service by young 
people.  Thus the second question posed by this research seeks to establish if young 
people would use it if it were available.  This will be assessed by the level of 
intention to use online counselling and who the potential clients are most likely to be.  
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Chapter 4: Background and Context  
Paper 1: The use of online counselling within an Australian secondary school 
setting: A practitioner’s viewpoint.  
 
Relevance to the thesis 
This chapter consists of a published propositional paper, based on the 
literature and practitioner experience, which argues that online counselling has been 
found to be useful in adult populations as well as with young people when it is made 
available through community based agencies.  It proposes that as young people are 
reticent to seek help from traditional sources, it may be a means of increasing help-
seeking behaviours while young people are attending school. This paper provides the 
justification for this current research program. It builds on the example of the online 
counselling pilot presented in an earlier published conference paper (see Appendix 
A) and furthers the argument as to why online counselling could be useful for the 
wellbeing of young people, and supports the proposition of implementing it in 
secondary schools.  The paper argues that school counsellors are challenged to adapt 
online technology to improve help-seeking access for students in schools. It 
considers possible reasons why counsellors are reluctant to adopt online technology 
to provide counselling. The argument presented sets up the first research question of 
this thesis, namely, why school counsellors do not offer online counselling? In 
particular it provides propositions for question 1 (b) of the research questions: What 
are the barriers, both perceived and real, that stops school counsellors from using 
online counselling? 
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The use of online counselling within an Australian secondary school setting:  A 
practitioner’s viewpoint.  
 
Abstract 
 
This paper proposes that the provision of online counselling services for 
young people accessed through their local school website has the potential to assist 
students with mental health issues as well as increasing their help seeking 
behaviours. It stems from the work of the authors who trialled an online counselling 
service within one Australian secondary school. In Australia, online counselling with 
the adult population is now an accepted part of the provision of mental health 
services. Online provision of mental health information for young people is also well 
accepted. However, online counselling for young people is provided by only a few 
community organisations such as Kids Help Line within Australia. School based 
counselling services which are integral to most secondary schools in Australia, seem 
slow to provide this service in spite of initial interest and enthusiasm by individual 
school counsellors. This discussion is the product of reflection on the potential 
benefits of this trial with a consideration of relevant research of the issues raised. It 
highlights the need for further research into the use of computer mediated 
communication in the provision of counselling within a school setting. 
 
Keywords: online counselling, adolescents, school, mental health 
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The increasing prevalence of mental health difficulties among young people 
is of major concern in Australian society (Sawyer et al., 2001). As many as one in 
five Australian children aged from 4 to 17 have significant mental health concerns 
(Zubrick, Silburn, Burton, Blair, & Zubrick, 2000). It is calculated that by the age of 
eighteen, 1 in 4 teenagers will have at least one major episode of depression (Kessler, 
Avenevoli, & Merikangas, 2001). The incidence of depression and anxiety amongst 
adolescents has profound consequences for their school performance, self-esteem 
and relationships (Avenevoli, Knight, Kessler, & Merikangas, 2008; Woodward & 
Ferguson, 2001).  Further, many of these adolescents are reluctant to seek help, 
especially young men. Yet young Australian males have been shown to have poorer 
educational outcomes, more incarceration, illness and completed suicides than young 
women (Kids Help Line, 2003b; Sawyer et al., 2001).   
Australian governments have recognised the school as an appropriate place 
for delivering programs which promote mental health and consequently have 
implemented such initiatives as MindMatters and KidsMatter (Department of Health 
and Ageing, 2000a, 2000b). As well as a venue for providing preventative programs, 
the school is also seen as the front line for the identification and referral of students 
with major needs in the area of mental health to counselling services (Campbell, 
2004). The western world generally accepts counselling interventions as a means of 
providing the support for those who are experiencing intrapersonal and interpersonal 
difficulties. It is now common place to find counselling services within most 
communities.  It is also increasingly common practice for counsellors to work in 
Australian schools, as it is logical to provide support at the place where most young 
people spend a great deal of time. School counsellors already play a significant role 
in assisting students who seek help (Rickwood, 1995)  as after their general 
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practitioner, school-based counselling services are the most sought out option by 
Australian young people (Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007).  
Although there is acknowledgement that young people are at risk of 
developing mental health problems, it is just as concerning that many who do have 
such difficulties are reluctant to seek professional help. Just as there are gender 
differences in the incidence of mental health problems, so too there exists a gender 
imbalance in help-seeking behaviours. It has been established that boys are socialised 
to seek less help than girls (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005).  A survey 
of young male callers to Kids Help Line, a national telephone and online counselling 
service for Australian youth, found that although nearly half (49%) wanted to discuss 
their emotional experiences, more often they were concerned that people would react 
negatively and they would be judged as crazy or uncool (Kids Help Line, 2003b). 
Additionally, they were afraid of being seen as weak and therefore concerned about 
being teased (Glasheen, 1998). These realities highlight the need for schools to 
instigate strategies such as internet counselling that assist young people to seek help 
at this crucial time of their development (Birleson, Sawyer, & Storm, 2000). 
The internet and communication technologies play an ever increasing role in 
the social lives of young people in western societies at present. Young people treat 
the mobile phone as an essential necessity of life and often prefer to use synchronous 
chat such as Windows Live Messenger (MSN) to communicate with their friends 
(Campbell, 2005) as well as accessing social networking web sites such as MySpace, 
FaceBook and the Australian site Ozlounge (for same sex attracted youth). As 
technology and the internet are a familiar resource for young people, it is logical that 
they could seek assistance from this source. This has been shown by the increase in 
websites that provide therapeutic information for young people.  A number of ‘youth 
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friendly’ websites have been developed in Australia such as Reachout 
(http://reachout.com.au) and Sane Australia’s itsallright.org (http://itsallright.org) 
mental health site. The information presented often takes the form of Frequently 
Asked Questions, fact sheets and suggested links. Another form of using technology 
to assist in mental health problems is online counselling. For adults online 
counselling is available with  the development of texts for practitioners (Kraus 2004, 
Mallen, Vogel et al. 2005).   Online counselling for adults has shown a rapid increase 
in Australia  (Gedge 2002) however,  there are not as many online counselling 
services for young people.  
Some community based services provide online counselling which are open 
to young people, though these are often restricted to specific issues such as drug and 
alcohol use.  CounsellingOnline (www.counsellingonline.org.au) is an Australian 
Government website where qualified drug and alcohol counsellors provide free 
online text based counselling. The Australian community based youth service, Kids 
Help Line, introduced email and web counselling to complement the telephone help 
line in 1999 and 2000 (Kids Help Line, 2003a). In the United Kingdom, E-motion 
(www.visyon.org.uk) and Kooth (www.kooth.com) provide online community 
counselling for youth (Hanley, 2004; 2007). In Singapore Metoyou 
(www.metoyou.org.sg) is an external counselling service which schools can 
subscribe to and make available to their students (Moulding, 2007). As young people 
have been shown to utilise these various, although limited online counselling 
services, there is a case for providing online counselling within the school setting by 
the resident school counsellor.    
Background 
One School-based Online Counselling Initiative 
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The difficulties faced by young people, the fact that many are reluctant to 
seek help  the popularity  of technology  led the authors to trial a limited service of 
online counselling in one Australian secondary school.  An earlier study had 
indicated that student perceptions of counselling often caused males to be reluctant to 
seek out the school counsellor for assistance (Glasheen, 1998). Accumulated 
counselling data in the school, also confirmed the fact that boys in particular were 
reluctant to self-refer.  Therefore, informal discussions were conducted with a group 
of male students to determine their views on using an online counselling facility 
through the school website.   The themes of attractiveness, privacy and relative 
anonymity were identified by the students. That is, these male students believed a 
chat facility needed to be visually attractive and suggested inclusion of comic 
figures.  Further, the importance of chat room security providing privacy as well as 
users not being required to reveal their identity, giving them relative anonymity, 
were the main factors valued by this group of boys (Glasheen & Campbell, 2008).  
Over a period of two years, which involved negotiations with computer technicians 
and school personnel, the ideas slowly crystallised into reality and the process 
became functional.  
By using software available through a systemic learning platform, a secure 
chat room was established through the school website.  Students were able to request 
an appointment through an email link on the website which prompted an automatic 
‘duty of care’ response which included phone numbers and other directions for 
students experiencing an immediate crisis. Once the counsellor confirmed an 
appointment time, a unique logon and password was forwarded to the student as an 
email attachment.  The student could then ‘chat’ with the school counsellor at the 
appointed time in either a ‘text based’ or ‘speech bubble’ (comic chat) genre.   The 
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choice of comic chat or text based interaction was up to the student based on their 
needs, interests and age. If students chose to use the comic chat, they would select 
their own avatar.  These avatars, which included a range of human and animal 
characters, were responsive to verbal cues.  For example, if a student typed the word 
‘sad’ or ‘angry’, the facial expression of the character would be cued accordingly.  
As the initiative was planned in response to need, and not as a formal 
research project, there is no systematic data in the traditional sense for this trial.  
However, the following observations were noted. As the online service was utilised, 
it became obvious that in most cases, students followed up the online appointment 
with subsequent ‘face-to-face’ consultations with the counsellor.  The trial found that 
a diverse group of students use the online mode.  Students with disabilities appeared 
to be less inhibited online and possibly they were less self-conscious of their 
impairments compared to face-to-face discussions with the counsellor.  This supports 
earlier research conducted with adults with disabilities who felt a freedom to use the 
computer tools without the difficulties usually experienced by people who usually 
had difficulty manipulating various physical materials (Collie et al., 2002). The 
service was used across all secondary school year levels (12-18 age group). Boys 
were the main users and some students found a combination of ‘face-to-face’ and 
online modes beneficial depending on the presenting issue at the time. The issues 
discussed online included family conflict, sexual orientation and interpersonal 
conflict.  These students also indicated some symptoms consistent with depression 
and anxiety which led to referrals to community agencies and general practitioners. 
The potential of developing mediation and conflict resolution processes was noted 
and the fact that hard or electronic copies of the counselling script could be used for 
reflection, analysis and record keeping, was considered useful. Students with more 
60                                                                                           ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS  
 
pressing issues and older students, tended to opt for the text-based genre. It was 
found that the students who chose to use avatars also enjoyed changing and ‘playing’ 
with the options.  This suggested to the authors the possibility of future research into 
the choice of avatars and how they may be a means of symbolic projection or a form 
of transference in the counselling process.  By posing questions to the young person 
about their selection of avatar, valuable insights may be gained into the young 
person’s immediate mental state or mood.  A study of how avatar selection can 
contribute to presenting a more comprehensive impression of the client and possibly 
how it compensates for the lack of other visual cues could contribute to a more 
effective counselling process.  
Awareness of this online counselling initiative in a secondary school setting 
resulted in the authors being asked to address various professional groups. Individual 
counsellors sought further information about the initiative and a number of seminars 
and local workshops were arranged.  It was of interest to the authors that even though 
participants at these events showed great interest and enthusiasm, to date, there has 
been no uptake of online counselling in schools.  This lack of implementation by 
school counsellors has challenged the authors to consider the factors that inhibit the 
practice of online counselling within the school setting, and a review of the relevant 
research provides possible insights. 
Why Could There Be a Reluctance to Use Technology in School Conselling? 
Counsellor Competencies  
There are many school counsellors who are reluctant to fully engage with the 
new technology. Owen and Weikel (1999) found school counsellors were only 
moderately confident in their use of computers with some authors speculating that 
the personality types who are attracted to school counselling are wary of technology 
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(Myrick & Sabella, 1995). They describe themselves as ‘people people’ or ‘not 
technically minded.’ Othman (2000) in an exploratory study indicated that school 
counsellors were unready and unprepared to use the Internet to conduct online 
counselling sessions. Another difficulty could be the issue of a perceived lack of 
control by counsellors in the therapeutic relationship conducted online. As Wright 
(2002) argues, this is because online work subverts traditional power relationships 
between counsellors and clients. School counsellors might be even more susceptible 
to the loss of this traditional power relationship than others because of the additional 
adult-child relationship already existing within the therapeutic relationship and the 
school.  
Another major difficulty that faces school counsellors at the moment is the 
lack of training in counselling with the new technologies. This applies both to the 
courses of preparation for school counsellors as well as professional development for 
practicing school counsellors.  Often counsellors are concerned (as are some clients) 
that the lack of nonverbal messages will hinder the counselling therapeutic process 
and will fundamentally undermine the achievement of an effective counselling 
relationship. The absence of voice tone, body language, expression and eye contact 
seem fundamental to the practice of traditional counselling.  Counsellors at Kids 
Help Line found that apart from the many advantages of the online mode, the lack of 
emotional cues did make it difficult to ascertain the severity of the young person’s 
emotional state and there was a need for strategies to overcome this difficulty 
(Bambling, King et al. 2008). Courses in the development of skills particular to a 
process that lacks visual and auditory communication cues, would need to be readily 
available to ensure effective therapeutic relationships are developed. The importance 
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of such professional development was highlighted in the recommendations for youth 
online services in the United Kingdom (Hanley, 2006).  
 Ethical Issues 
Another concern for school counsellors is ethical issues; that is, will the 
students be properly cared for when engaging in online counselling? There are 
concerns about confidentiality, is it safe to talk? Email can be intercepted and unless 
the website is secure, confidentiality cannot be ensured. However, messages can 
either be encrypted or password protected. Furthermore, it is very easy for the client 
to terminate counselling. However, this is a similar problem to phone counselling 
which could also be overcome by asking the student for a phone number, or an 
address for an emergency. Additionally, because the client can choose to be 
anonymous, there can be issues with informed consent if the client is a minor. There 
are however, professional associations which publish ethical guidelines for 
practitioners wishing to use online counselling, such as the American Psychological 
Association (2003) and the Australian Psychological Society (1999).  Guidelines 
specifically designed for online practice have also been published by the British 
Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (Anthony & Jamieson, 2005).  
In some ways, ethical issues do not change with different mediums. However, 
as information and communication technology continues to change, ethical 
guidelines need to keep pace and be constantly updated. In particular, these 
guidelines need to specifically address the counselling of young people online, and 
promote the specialised skills required by practitioners when working with minors 
and vulnerable young people.  
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Legal Issues  
A further concern for school counsellors is ‘what if something goes wrong?’ 
As members of a school community, school counsellors have a duty of care to the 
students. In an emergency situation, contact may need to be made with police or 
ambulance or a child welfare agency. However, it may not be possible to assist an 
anonymous client in locating support services (Robson, 2000). For Kids Help Line in 
2002 there were 6% of calls where help could not be given either because of the 
client terminating or that there was no appropriate service available in their area 
(Kids Help Line, 2003b). This needs to be weighed against the potential likelihood of 
the client not accessing help at all. 
Lack of Evidence that Online Counselling is Effective 
To date the research on the effectiveness of online counselling is limited in 
scope and breadth. Research with online counselling and adolescents is even scarcer, 
while online counselling by school counsellors is almost non-existent. Some 
researchers contend that as online relationships are different from face-to-face 
counselling relationships, no better or no worse, then comparing them is misguided 
(Anthony, 2000). However, research at least confirming that online counselling does 
no harm is needed. This can be reliably studied by comparing the results of the same 
type of program or counselling conducted in both media.  
Some research comparing the effectiveness of online with face-to-face 
counselling has shown no difference in effectiveness between the modalities. For 
example, Cohen and Kerr (1998) compared the impact of computer assisted and face-
to-face techniques on client’s level of anxiety and attitudes towards counselling and 
found no significant difference. King, Bambling, Reid, and Thomas (2006) have 
been tracking the effectiveness of the Kids Help Line counselling services and found 
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that online counselling had less session impact and alliances than telephone 
counselling.  However, this work indicated that online counselling has distinct 
advantages for some clients, and the factors that contribute to its effectiveness need 
further research.  
Potential Benefits of Online Counselling 
There are instances where school counsellors embrace new technology, such 
as those who participated in innovative email supervision of their counselling 
(McMahon, 2002). Others have participated in email discussion groups (Rust, 1995), 
and use the Internet for resources for students for providing information, especially 
career information and analysing assessments (Guillot-Miller & Partin, 2003). 
School counsellors also are using the Internet for their own information, for 
professional development accessing websites, online journals and newsletters 
(Myrick & Sabella, 1995). In addition, some school counsellors are using the Internet 
to communicate effectively with diverse and troubled students (Guanipa, 2001). 
Zimmerman (1987) investigated the differences between computer-mediated and 
face-to-face interactions among emotionally disturbed adolescents. He found that 
computer-mediated communication was more expressive of feelings and made more 
frequent mention of interpersonal issues. 
The Online Counselling Mode 
Research is developing on how to overcome the perceived inadequacies of 
the online modality such lack of emotional cues in text-based messages and promote 
the advantages. There are conventions which people use in text-based messages 
outside of therapy such as the size of the font, capitals for emphasis or SHOUTING, 
emoticons, semi-pictorial symbols for specific emotions, reactions or facial 
expressions, acronyms, changes in fonts and other techniques specific to online 
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communication help increase understanding (Wright, 2002). Moreover, Kids Help 
Line has developed interactive visual tools to enhance their online counselling 
service (KHL, 2003c). These tools, developed in conjunction with Queensland 
University of Technology’s Creative Industries Faculty, provide more ways for 
young people to express themselves by showing their emotions rather than limiting 
their exchanges to describing their feelings in words. A counsellor can present to the 
client a set of icons or ‘emoticons’ (coloured jewels) representing the most common 
emotions and a sliding scale from 1 to 10 to rate the intensity or frequency of their 
feelings. This gives added emotional expression to facilitate greater understanding 
similar to Murphy and Mitchell’s (1998) emotional bracketing.  
In addition, an audio graphic telecommunication system that supports 
counselling by speech and sharable computer drawings which can be used with 
standard home computers is being developed with adults (Collie, Cubranic, & Long, 
2002). The system supports five tasks of speaking within the group, drawing, passing 
drawings, maintaining awareness of other group members’ activities and showing 
drawings to the other group members. The authors suggest that adolescents who 
might be averse to face-to-face counselling are candidates for this mode of 
counselling delivery. The possible implications for working with students with 
disabilities were also highlighted by Collie’s work.  
Though there is a lack of research into the effectiveness of online counselling, 
adult clients have accepted and adopted this mode of psychological support. These 
services are limited to ‘fee for service’ private practices targeted at adult clients, or 
are community based health and drug related agencies. Much of the research of 
online counselling has been with university or college students. A study which 
investigated students’ perceptions of online counselling in an American suburban 
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church school by Lunt (2004) found that almost 50% of students would like the 
opportunity to access a counsellor from their home and also almost 40% were 
comfortable giving information about themselves in their home setting, however 
fewer than 10% were prepared to contact an online counsellor.  Apart from this study 
which included student perceptions of online counselling, there appears to be a lack 
of research specifically into online counselling within schools.  
Online Counselling in Schools 
The provision of counselling within schools, gives students immediate access 
to a counsellor, who is usually known to them.  This provision means that young 
people are not reliant on their parents to arrange and pay for professional counselling 
within the community. The ability of the adolescent to seek help without a parent’s 
consent is appreciated in secondary schools. Even though most Australian schools 
have access to a school based counsellor there are many students who do not make 
use of this service.   
A barrier to help-seeking behaviour in school situations could be the lack of 
anonymity for students in accessing the school counsellor, sometimes caused by the 
placing of the counsellor’s room in the administration block. In addition, students 
need to be excused from classes to see the counsellor. Online counselling has the 
advantage of more flexibility. Instead of students missing classes, they can access the 
school counsellor at other times. The availability of an online counselling service 
within the school setting would give the young person more privacy and since no one 
is aware of the student accessing the school counsellor, it has the potential to reduce 
stigmatism from others.  Online interactions by their nature are also more balanced in 
the power relationship between counsellor and client rather that the counsellor being 
deemed to be in charge of the session when conducted face-to-face. The client has 
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more control online and there is a levelling of power differences between counsellor 
and client (Murphy & Mitchell, 1998). This is closely allied with the privacy online 
counselling affords, especially to boys who feel they might not be able to contain 
their emotions and embarrass themselves face-to-face and are able, through an online 
counselling consultation, to stay relatively ‘one-step-removed’ from the counsellor. 
Using computers may be particularly empowering for people who feel intimidated 
initially and adolescents who are familiar with technology and are averse to face-to-
face counselling could benefit by cyber counselling (Collie et al., 2002). 
This relative anonymity of the client is one of the main benefits that has been 
claimed for online counselling. There are some research studies which address how 
the anonymity of Internet communications affects the quality of relationships formed 
online (Lea & Spears, 1995). Anonymity may make communication through the 
Internet easier for young people who are socially awkward but nonetheless eager to 
connect to others (Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2002). Kids Help Line (2003d) 
reported that many young people say they would never have sought help if online 
counselling was not available. Further, it has been reported that the issues that they 
discuss on line are more severe and complex. The young people reported that deeply 
personal issues and difficult and sensitive topics are easier to write than talk about 
(Kids Help Line, 2003c). Compared to those who used the Kids Help Line telephone 
service,  those who accessed online counselling were three times more likely in 2002, 
to seek help for eating behaviours, mental health, suicide ideation, emotional and 
behaviour management, sexual assault and self-image. This could be explained by 
Huang and Alessi’s (1996) finding that relationships formed on line seem to be less 
inhibited, leading to faster intimate disclosures and frank, authentic responses. The 
benefits of technology for young people in particular have been identified as a way 
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of overcoming their ‘shyness’ and ‘paranoia’ of meeting a therapist (Nicholas 2004, 
Moulding 2007) 
 Additionally, the ‘disinhibition effect’ of online communication creates the 
potential for students to be more open with the counsellor than in a ‘face-to-face’ 
situation (Suler, 2003) Furthermore, both parties are able to make a record of the 
transaction and the student has more time to consider comments in what has been 
termed the ‘zone of reflection’ and can re-read the counsellor’s comment before 
responding to prompts and questions. Online counselling also means that there is a 
permanent record of the sessions.  
National helping agencies in Australia have limitations.  Kids Help Line 
cannot provide online services to all the young people who are currently trying to 
access them (Kids Help Line, 2003d). Feedback from online clients, while 
acknowledging their satisfaction with the quality of the counselling, are dissatisfied 
with the accessibility to the services and the delays in response. School counsellors 
could meet some of this demand. Furthermore, from a school perspective the 
advantage over a national helpline is that the counsellor is able to offer face-to-face 
counselling if trust is built over time. As Sampson and Kolodinsky (1997) suggest, 
after becoming more secure in the counselling relationship the client may be willing 
to meet in person. Adolescents already meet in person with each other after chatting 
online, especially if the new friend lives in the vicinity (Wolak et al., 2002). Further, 
the school counsellor, being in the same area as the student, can offer further help 
and support by knowing and accessing local services within the student’s own 
community, which is difficult through a national helpline. Cooper (2006) in his 
evaluation of Scottish counselling services has highlighted the preference of students 
for counsellors to be school based.  
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However, online counselling has to be used appropriately. As Harun, 
Sainudin & Hamzah (2001) found in their study, while 52% of students from a 
private Malaysian college were willing to participate in e-counselling sessions, 42% 
were unsure, with the remainder totally rejecting the idea. One 17 year-old student 
commented to the school counsellor that email contact was OK but he felt that face-
to-face was also required for a ‘real’ relationship (Campbell & Gardner, 2003).  
As the relevant research suggests, online counselling services in schools may 
provide an alternative pathway to appropriate professional help for students. 
Therefore, its implementation deserves consideration by school counsellors. 
However, training needs to be available based current research findings as well as 
ongoing research relevant to practitioners in the school is necessary. The challenge 
for professional school counsellors is how to utilise this exciting and dynamic 
resource. 
Conclusion 
Online counselling could be a valuable tool for the school-based counsellor in 
assisting young people to seek appropriate professional mental health care.  It has 
become an accepted psychological intervention with the adult population and as 
young people turn increasingly to the Internet and online services for information 
and assistance, it is logical that this form of counselling needs to exist within the 
school domain.  As school counsellors often identify students at risk, they are well 
placed to know the local factors and the networks operating in the young person’s 
local environment.  Students are usually aware of the school counsellor, and being 
able to communicate with this person online allows them to safeguard their identity, 
privacy and sense of control yet knowing who the counsellor is. This is particularly 
important for boys who seek counselling.  The implementation of such a school 
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based service by the authors indicated the potential of online counselling in a school 
setting.  The many concerns often posed by those wary of such initiatives were not 
evident in this small trial and further research into its use in schools would provide 
valuable information for those practitioners wishing to utilise this form of computer 
mediated communication in the counselling process in schools. 
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Chapter 5: The Stakeholders’ Perspective    
Paper 2:  
School counsellors’ and students’ perceptions and attitudes to the availability of 
online counselling for students in secondary schools: A qualitative study. 
 
Relevance to the thesis 
 
This chapter consists of a manuscript prepared for submission to the Australian 
Journal of Educational and Developmental Psychology. The study outlined in this 
paper is the first step in understanding why school counsellors do not offer online 
counselling in their school setting together with an exploration of students’ ideas 
about having online counselling available at school.  As there is no previous research 
into online counselling in schools in Australia, it is necessary to use a mixed method 
approach utilising qualitative data to begin the investigation outlined in the research 
questions of this thesis (Brannen, 2008). This qualitative study precedes later 
quantitative investigations. Through a series of focus groups of school counsellors 
and secondary school students, baseline data was collated which was then used for 
the development of the surveys described in Chapters Six and Seven.   
Citation  
Glasheen, K.J., Campbell, M.A., & Shochet, I. (manuscript not submitted).  
School counsellors’ and students’ perceptions and attitudes to the availability of 
online counselling for students in secondary schools: A qualitative study. 
Contribution of authors 
Kevin Glasheen was the first author of this paper and claims 70% of the 
authorship.  Professor Marilyn Campbell contributed ideas and assistance in 
moulding this paper in a qualitative format.  Professor Ian Shochet provided 
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guidance in the development of the paper and through critique allowed for the paper 
to be integrated into the research paradigm.  
 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   79 
 
School counsellors’ and students’ perceptions and attitudes to the availability of 
online counselling for students in secondary schools: A qualitative study. 
Abstract 
 
 Many adolescents in Australian secondary schools experience difficulties 
including mental health issues and yet only one in four of these affected young 
people seek appropriate professional help. As this generation of students are avid 
users of technology, there is a possibility of using online counselling in a school 
setting for providing this professional help.  Online counselling is already established 
in the adult community, with some agencies providing this service to young people 
outside of school.  However, counsellors in school settings in Australia do not 
provide any online counselling as part of their service, which is surprising. An 
exploratory qualitative study was conducted to examine the perceptions and attitudes 
of both school counsellors and students to this form of counselling. The research 
aimed to identify the barriers that prevent school counsellors from offering online 
counselling, while investigating the attitudes that secondary school students would 
have to online counselling in a school setting. Focus groups were conducted with two 
groups of school counsellors and six groups of secondary students.  Data was 
collated and analysed using a comparative thematic method (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It was found that counsellors were 
hesitant to use online counselling because they were not convinced that it was 
effective and without the necessary online skills, they were concerned they would not 
be competent to deal with potential litigious and security pitfalls that may ensue. 
Students were generally more positive about the opportunity to access the school 
counsellor online. However they identified possible negative as well as positive 
attributes of the disinhibition effect and discussed a number of possible consequences 
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of an online counselling service. They agreed that it may be a valuable helping tool 
for some students especially those hesitant to discuss sensitive topics face to face. 
Implications for practice and future research are discussed.  
 
Keywords: Online counselling; secondary schools; school counsellors; secondary 
school students; internet; help-seeking. 
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Adolescents are the most at risk group for developing psychological problems 
which can have a significant impact on their educational outcomes and adult 
wellbeing (Avenevoli, Knight, Kessler, & Merikangas, 2008; Sawyer et al., 2001; 
Leach, & Butterworth, 2012; Thapar, Thapar, Collishaw, & Pine, 2012). Despite 
these negative consequences on the lives of young people, it is estimated that only 
20% of adolescents seek and receive appropriate professional assistance (Sawyer, 
Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007; Smith, 2012). Specifically it is thought that adolescent 
boys often do not seek help for psychological issues because of the cultural belief 
that males should be strong and be able to cope with their own problems  without 
assistance (Addis, & Mahalik, 2003; Lehdonvirta,  Nagashima, Lehdonvirta, & Baba,  
2012; Murray et al., 2008). This belief system is not conducive to help-seeking 
behaviour and has been described as the personal service gap (Raviv, Raviv, Vago-
Gefen, & Fink, 2009). However, when adolescents do seek support, after a general 
medical practitioner, the school counsellor is the most preferred professional helper 
(Rickwood, Dean, & Wilson, 2007; Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007).  In some 
rural situations, the school counsellor is actually the preferred professional who 
young people access for mental health issues (Boyd, et al., 2007). Thus, there is a 
need for creative initiatives such as providing online counselling to encourage help-
seeking behaviours in adolescents, especially boys, who need such help. 
This generation of young people have integrated technology into most aspects 
of their lives and they already seek mental health information from the Internet 
(Cuijpers, Drost, & Schippers, 2011; Santor, Poulin, LeBlanc, & Kusumakar, 2007).  
Community-based agencies such as Kids Help Line have been providing web-based 
counselling for number of years to young Australians (Kids Help Line, 2003).  
However, there is no evidence of systemic use of online counselling in Australian 
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schools which is both surprising and concerning. It is important therefore to 
investigate the barriers that school counsellors in Australia perceive to be hindering 
their provision of online counselling. Additionally, we need to know whether 
students would be comfortable being counselled online in a school setting. 
Possible Barriers for School Counsellors  
A number of reasons could be proposed why school counsellors are reluctant 
to offer online counselling.  One possible barrier could be what Prensky (2001) 
referred to as the attitudes of digital immigrants. That is, as the median age of school 
counsellors in Australia is 52, (NSW, 2011) they have not grown up with digital 
technology and like all immigrants, find it difficult to learn the language of the new 
country. Likewise, for school counsellors to provide online counselling would 
require learning a new technological language. As much as they try, counsellors who 
are digital immigrants cannot think of technology as naturally as those born into the 
digital world.  
School counsellors may also regard technology as inappropriate for such a 
‘personal’ experience as counselling. Traditionally counsellors have depended on 
face-to-face interaction to establish a therapeutic relationship.  It is only in recent 
years that counsellors generally, have in any way adopted computer technology into 
their clinical practice.  However, their use of technology is often only related to 
administrative tasks and email communication. In the past, they have not been overly 
confident in using computers in their clinical interactions (Owen & Weikel, 1999) 
and they do not describe themselves as technically minded but rather  regard 
themselves as ‘people people’ (Myrick & Sabella, 1995).  In 2000, Othman found 
that school counsellors were unready and unprepared to counsel over the internet and 
over 14 years later this appears to be still the situation.  
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Another barrier could be that school counsellors may not have the various 
online skills required for  successful online counselling with the current generation of 
young people, who are adept at expressing themselves online (Subrahmanyam & 
Greenfield, 2008). Counsellors who provide online services through Kids Help Line, 
a helpline for youth based in Brisbane Australia, were initially concerned about the 
difficulty of ascertaining the emotional state of an online client (Bambling, King, 
Reid, & Wegner, 2008). With training in various online strategies however, they 
were more comfortable to provide this service. The need for skilling would suggest 
that it could be unrealistic for school counsellors to adopt online counselling without 
any specific pre-service training or in-service professional development. The need 
for professionals to receive training before embarking on online counselling has also 
been highlighted in the recommendations for the successful introduction of youth 
online services in the United Kingdom (Hanley, 2006). 
The Changing Power Balance  
Another barrier to the implementation of online counselling could be that 
school counsellors perceive there would be a loss of power in the online therapeutic 
relationship.  As young people are usually more technologically competent than the 
current generation of school counsellors, and can easily navigate the internet and 
social media sites, students would conceivably have more power in online 
communication.  Additionally, terminating the session is easier online than face-to-
face. This change in the process where the power balance is tilted towards the young 
person could result in counsellors sensing a loss of some control in the process. As a 
result many counsellors may hold the belief that online work subverts the traditional 
power relationships between counsellors and the client (Wright, 2002).  School 
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counsellors may be even more susceptible to a different power relationship due to the 
additional teacher-student relationship, which is evident in the school environment.  
Preference for Evidence-based Practices 
It is also expected that professionals only introduce practices that are 
evidence-based.  Online counselling is a relatively new development in the 
psychotherapies, and school counsellors might not be aware of the research on the 
effectiveness of online counselling..  There are indications that counselling online 
can be as effective as its face-to-face counterpart (Barak, Hen, Boniel-Nissim, & 
Shapira, 2008; King, Bambling, Lloyd, Gomurra, Smith, Reid, & Wegner, 2006; 
Richards & Vigano, 2013). However, much of this research has been conducted with 
university or college students (Baron, Bierschwale, & Bleiberg, 2006; Ryan, 
Shochet, & Stallman, 2010) and has often focused on the use of email as an adjunct 
to face-to-face therapy (King, Shochet, & Hunt, 2005).    It has been shown that 
online counselling can be effective for some young people although the emphasis of 
the counselling session may differ from that of face-to-face interactions with more 
emphasis being placed on the rapport building stage in the online environment. 
(Williams, Bambling, King, & Abbott, 2009). The quality of the online therapeutic 
alliance or relationship is often accepted as the key factor which determines the 
effectiveness of counselling. Investigations into the online relationship have shown 
that the online alliance can be of a high quality and is not diminished because of the 
online environment (Hanley, 2009; 2012).  
Students’ Use of Online Counselling in a School Situation 
In contrast to school counsellors not adopting technology, the younger 
generation of students are digital natives (Prensky, 2001) and are comfortable with 
the communication technologies.  The dependence on technology to stay connected 
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with their peers highlights the value they place on its role.  Relationships are 
initiated, sustained and terminated online. In fact Prensky suggests that this 
generation thinks so differently from those who educate them, that “it is very likely 
that our students’ brains have physically changed – and are different from ours – as a 
result of how they grew up” (p. 2).  Therefore, it seems appropriate to offer 
counselling support to young people through their preferred communication medium. 
The question remains however, would students be comfortable with online 
counselling in a school situation. 
One possible barrier that could inhibit students from using online counselling 
in their school could be the issue of confidentiality.  A previous study by Kids Help 
Line into help-seeking behaviours of young people, found that there was a suspicion 
of school counsellors, and a fear that what they told the school counsellor would be 
reported to their parents (Reid, 1996).  This barrier to seeking help through the 
traditional school face-to-face guidance services may also be transferred to the use of 
online services in the school.  
Another potential barrier for students could be the fact that, by the nature of 
text communication, the conversation is transcribed and can be retained for future 
reference. Students would need to know the purpose of retaining transcripts and how 
their confidentiality would be protected. If they were unsure of how the transcript 
would be used or to whom it would be made available, they may have a reduced 
level of trust. 
One study of student perceptions of online counselling in a school setting was 
conducted in an American suburban church school. When students were asked if they 
would access face-to-face counselling with the school counsellor, only 15% of the 
students surveyed said they would do so. When the students were asked if they 
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would be prepared to contact the school counsellor online, less than 10% of students 
were prepared to do so. However, when all of the students were asked about their 
attitudes to the general concept of online counselling by any counsellor, it was found 
almost 40% of students would like the opportunity to access a counsellor from their 
home and were comfortable giving information about themselves in their home 
setting (Lunt, 2004). This apparent contradiction between the students’ positive 
attitude to online counselling generally, and their reticence to seek counselling 
through this medium at school, highlights the need for further research. 
Due to the lack of research into school online counselling, there are no 
established psychometrically valid instruments to measure the independent variables 
that might determine the potential use of online counselling. Therefore, focus groups 
of school counsellors and of secondary school students were conducted to examine 
their perceptions and attitudes. 
The exploratory study described in this paper sought to ascertain the 
perceptions of both school counsellors and students about online school counselling.  
The objectives of the study were to identify the factors that prevent school 
counsellors from adopting online counselling and investigate what would encourage 
them to do so.  Additionally, it was sought to establish if students would avail 
themselves of an online service in school, and to identify possible barriers which 
would inhibit their use.  
Method 
Focus groups were chosen to gather data about this topic because online 
counselling in schools is something that counsellors and students could talk about in 
their everyday lives. Yet, the lack of data on this topic in Australia indicates that may 
not be so. Focus group interviews enable participants to hear each other’s responses 
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and to add to their own response as a result. They enable the researcher to understand 
what the participants think and feel about the topic or situation being discussed 
(Merriam, 2014; Patton, 2002).   
Participants 
School Counsellors 
Two focus groups of school counsellors were conducted. Participation was 
voluntary and all participants signed an assent form. The first group consisted of 
eight female counsellors who were recruited during a regional conference of school 
counsellors in south-east Queensland. A second focus group with six participants (3 
male and 3 female) was conducted during a meeting of the executive of a 
professional association of school counsellors in Queensland.  Eleven participants 
were aged between 40 and 60 years, with two younger and one older. Counselling 
experience in schools ranged from one to thirty years. The focus group was 
conducted by the first author. 
Secondary School Students 
The students were invited by their school counsellor to participate in a focus 
group. The focus groups were led by the first author.  Only students who gave assent 
and obtained a signed parental signed consent form participated. A total of six focus 
groups of secondary school students with 4-6 students in each were conducted. The 
students were recruited from two systemic Catholic schools and one government 
secondary school in locations adjoining the metropolitan area of Brisbane in South 
East Queensland. As indicated by other researchers in the field (Heary & Hennessy, 
2002; Peterson-Sweeney, 2005) it is important to consider the composition of the 
group at this stage of adolescent development as homogeneous groups tend to be 
more productive than groups consisting of different ages and gender.  
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There were three groups of senior students from year levels 10, 11 and 12 
(four in each). Of these, one group consisted of female students; one with males only 
and one with both genders. There were two groups of junior students from year 
levels 8 and 9 (five in each) one of each gender. Though the intention was to have 
students in groups of their own cohorts, due to a lack of participants, the sixth group 
from the government secondary school was a mixed gender group from all school 
levels. Apart from the mixed gender group all students were from two different 
Catholic secondary schools.  
Procedure 
Ethical clearance was obtained from the university ethics committee. The 
format for all focus groups followed a structure where prompting questions were 
used. For the school counsellors introductory questions asked about the current state 
of counselling practice for the participants. The counsellors were then asked about 
the proposed online counselling initiative. Each focus group lasted about 40 minutes 
and was audio recorded. For the secondary students each group was conducted in 
school time, was about 30-40 minutes long and audio recorded. The stimulus 
questions for the students focused on current support services within the school; use 
of computer technology; followed by questions about student attitudes towards the 
availability of online counselling within the school and if they or their friends would  
use this form of counselling if it was available.   
Data Analysis 
The data was analysed using a comparative thematic method (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  All focus group 
discussions were transcribed and initially examined by the first author for similar 
comments. The comments were given classification codes and similar codes were 
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grouped.  The second author then examined the transcripts and in consultation with 
the first author identified a number of themes. These themes were then used to 
compare the content of each counsellor and student group transcript. This required a 
constant moving back and forward between the  entire data set as promoted by Braun 
and Clarke in their step by step guidelines for comparing themes (Braun & Clarke, 
2006, p 86). The analysis was then checked by an independent coder who was not 
involved the study. Disagreements about the themes were resolved by consensus.  
Results 
School Counsellors 
Six key themes were identified that   school counsellors gave as reasons for  
their  reluctance to use online counselling. These themes related to the nature of 
online technology; the practical, legal and ethical implications of offering 
counselling online; and ultimately their beliefs about the effectiveness of counselling 
online. The first theme that became evident was the school counsellors’ general 
suspicion of technology. Group participants were uncomfortable with the idea that 
technology could be an effective medium for online communication.  The belief that 
the digital world was different from the ‘real world’ was evident from statements 
such as 
 “The world has gone technology mad in a short period of time and as 
humans we often jump on band wagons........and so that concerns me that 
technology seems to be driving so much in our world and we (have)  almost 
lost control of this technology demon” (Female counsellor B, Focus group 1) 
This suspicion was based on the concept that the online world was not true reality 
and consequently offering online services was more of a gimmick and actually 
distracted from the real business of school counselling.   
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“They think they have 400 friends on MySpace and believe they are real 
friends!” (Female counsellor D, Focus group 1) 
One counsellor commented that school administrators would regard online clients as 
less real and therefore less of a priority than those physically present.   
“they would say there’s a real person up here needing help...can’t you do it 
(online counselling) later?” (Female counsellor C, Focus group 1) 
There was a level of scepticism that the technology could be used as a substitute for 
face-to-face counselling interactions. One participant however thought   
“kids would love this and they would feel more free and more comfortable….  
 because they’re used to avoiding direct confrontation and communication 
with people. (Female counsellor D, Focus group 1) 
This criticism of technology resulted in the admission by some focus group 
participants that they lacked the necessary online counselling skills to conduct online 
school counselling. This lack of skills was the second major theme. 
“There’s a whole lot … that personally would overwhelm me.” (Female 
counsellor A, Focus group 2) 
The technical skills of typing and using the correct text language was perceived as a 
possible barrier to effective counselling when online 
“I’m really ignorant of the new kind of language and spelling that they 
use...I might interpret that as one thing but they’re actually meaning 
something totally different” (Female counsellor A, Focus group 1) 
The common view was expressed that the inability to see and hear the non-verbal 
cues traditionally associated with the counselling process would hinder the building 
of rapport which they regarded as essential for gauging the emotional state of the 
counselling client. 
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“I take a lot from looking at the eyes and ...watching their body language and 
when they avoid eye contact and when they make eye contact” (Female 
counsellor A, Focus group 1) 
and again 
“There may be some truth … in the maxum, the eyes, the window of the soul, 
when you’re looking at a person you begin to pick up the authenticity of the 
issues perhaps”(Male counsellor B, Focus group 2) 
The online relationship was regarded as somehow not as genuine and 
therefore not suitable for a counselling intervention. There was a fear that relying on 
the online interaction may make young people less able to conduct ‘real’ 
communication. One person saw the offering of online counselling as further 
evidence that it encouraged young people to avoid ‘real relationships in the world’  
and hindered the development of essential interpersonal skills.   
“I actually see this is just another nail that we’re going to put in the coffin of 
the development of our young people and actually the skills needed to have 
real interpersonal relationships with their peers, with parents, with 
colleagues and with teachers.” (Female counsellor A, Focus group 1) 
There was no appreciation of how specific online skills could compensate for these 
perceived limitations of online counselling. 
The third theme identified by the counsellors was their concern about 
boundaries. They presumed that students would attempt to contact the counsellor at 
any time of the day. Their concerns about boundaries led some counsellors to think it 
would be uncontrollable. 
“I would also think that (online counselling) would be vulnerable to a kid 
typing on it with all their mates standing around all sniggering and having a 
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good old laugh at the counsellor’s expense” (Female counsellor A; Focus 
group 2) 
Associated with the concern that the process may be uncontrollable, some 
counsellors believed that students would be dishonest online: 
“they get onto MySpace ...and tell stories and they pretend they’re someone 
they’re not ......kids are dishonest when they’re on the internet…I know my 
kids and it happens in school all the time.” (Female counsellor D, Focus 
group 1) 
“it’s an opportunity for them to adopt another persona so they become 
someone else” (Female counsellor A, Focus group 2) 
The fourth theme was the counsellors’ fear of litigation and need for 
accountability. The counsellors cited the scenario of an online client who is at risk of 
harm and where there is no way to identify and support them. The fear of being the 
person responsible for not providing assistance to a student in danger was cited a 
number of times in the groups. 
“if there’s some issues around risk, not being able to identify who they are 
(Female counsellor C, Focus group 2) 
The following crystallised the comments from many counsellors: 
“I mean imagine if you were counselling a child and they said that they were 
going to kill themselves; I mean that’s the worst possible case scenario and you 
…did everything that you could do and then it happened anyway, you’d be screwed. 
You know what I mean? It’s sort of scary isn’t it?” (Female counsellor A, Focus 
group 2) 
The fifth theme was counsellors’ beliefs about the efficacy of online 
counselling and the perception that the school environment was not conducive to 
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online counselling. This assumption underpinned many comments in the groups.  
Though there was general agreement that the online medium may provide an 
“icebreaker” for young people to seek help, the counsellors expressed considerable 
doubt about its efficacy as a counselling mode. There was even the belief that 
decreased inhibition online could be harmful as it prevents the individual from self-
regulating their emotions and:  
“(it) could escalate some risky teenager behaviours….(and) be used as an 
avoidance strategy” (Female counsellor A, Focus group 1) 
The sixth theme revolved about the accessibility to the technology both from 
the counsellors’ perspective and also from that of students.  
“How accessible would you be? It seems to me the accessibility would occur 
mostly after school and in the evening and so it would require you to…be available 
at those times”. (Male counsellor B, Focus group 2) 
However, it was acknowledged that because young people do access 
technology it may assist some students in getting help. 
“I guess the positives might be too that some students who might not 
normally access any sort of support might at least make a contact that way. 
So that would be a benefit.” (Female counsellor E, Focus group 1) 
Many counsellors were unsure if the educational systems would approve of 
using technology in this way and believed it was the employer’s responsibility to 
ensure the technology was easily accessible and the process sanctioned by the 
employing body.  
Secondary School Students 
The first theme was that the use of online counselling would depend on 
individual preferences.   Students were generally favourable to the concept of 
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seeking help online but thought it would be dependent on the individual’s experience 
of online technology.  As most students were familiar with technology and social 
media sites, they held differing opinions of how valuable some sites were.  Their 
familiarity with a variety of software programs and online formats was indicative of 
how technology was an accepted part of their lives. 
“we’ve all got laptops then everyone can do it”  (Senior male student)  
and: 
“I personally wouldn’t have a problem with doing online like we are in a 
technologically based society these days …everything else is online isn’t it .. 
that is basically where a lot of us spend our free time .. I know I do”. (Senior 
male student) 
However, it was evident that some students believed that some young people would 
not be inclined to use online if face-to-face was still available. 
“It depends on what type of personality you have” (Junior female student) 
and: 
“it just depends on how old they are, who they hang with, (and) what sex.” 
(Senior male student) 
Possibly one of the reasons some students believed that usage would depend on the 
personalities of the young person was related to the concept of emotional safety. This 
was identified as an advantage of online counselling.  The fact that students would be 
able to access the school counsellor from home prompted this comment from one 
Year 8 boy  
 “..online you would  feel a bit safer…cause you are just in your room”. 
They suggested that using text contributed to this safety. The preference for 
texting over video is evident in the following quote 
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“Some people (are) too scared to say (it) face-to-face – it’s easier to type it.” 
(Junior male student)  
and: 
“you don’t have to see people’s face” (Junior female student) 
  ‘when typing no one can see (your) face when upset”(Junior male student) 
 In relation to ease, comments indicating the power of the disinhibition effect were 
made.  
“…(you can)…say a lot more over the internet….for some reason face-to-
face is so much harder to say things than what it is over the 
computer”(Senior male student) 
“they are not  so close”. (Senior male student) 
The second theme which could be a possible barrier to young people using 
online counselling was their concerns about security and confidentiality. Though the 
students were able to identify a number of benefits of contacting the counsellor 
online, a number of caveats were included such as this statement from a senior male 
student:  
 “I think it would be easier for a lot of people (to) do it online but I think that 
the security risk is always got to be there” 
Though the students acknowledged the positive advantages of using online 
counselling, they were also conscious, often through their own experience, of the 
negative aspects of online technology.  Their main concern was related to 
confidentiality and the need to safeguard against hacking into the software and 
messages being intercepted.   
Associated with the students’ concerns about confidentiality was the 
possibility of misinterpretation and the possibility of inappropriate use by some 
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young people. However, though the idea that a student could ‘prank’ the school 
counsellor, this was downplayed by senior male students who regarded such activity 
as a waste of time and therefore not probable. 
“I don’t think anyone would do that, it would be a bit ridiculous” 
To which another senior male student responded 
“(it would be) waste of time-better things to do” 
Another possible barrier was parental attitudes. It was presumed by some of 
the students that an online counselling service would be accessible from their home.  
This presented a potential problem for some students. There was the suggestion that 
some parents may be suspicious of their child using technology to communicate with 
an adult.  
“I think a lot of students will be fine with it but I think it would be a factor for 
parents…because if you think about it, a lot of parents (are) probably against 
facebook in the first place” (Senior male student) 
The third theme was the consequences of the ‘disinhibition effect’ of online 
communication (Suler, 2005) which could both promote openness and disclosure, or 
it could work to protect those who wished to manipulate the process.  A number of 
issues identified by students could be classified as either promoting or hindering the 
online counselling process. Students identified both positive and negative 
consequences of being able to communicate through online technology.   
Positives consequences of the ‘disinhibition effect’ 
A number of issues identified by students could be classified in some 
instances as both a benefit and a disadvantage. These included the ability of young 
people to text about issues for which they would normally not seek face-to-face 
counselling. There was a definite preference for the process to allow for anonymity 
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even if the student’s identity was still available through other means. This ability to 
be ‘one step removed’ contributed to the student’s sense of safety in the counselling 
process. However, this also highlighted the concept of ‘honesty’ in online 
communication.  
Negative consequences of the ‘disinhibition effect’ 
The disinhibition effect can promote the actions of what the female 
participants referred to as ‘keyboard warriors’. These young people use the shield of 
technology to express opinions and comments that in the worst situation can be 
described as abuse and bullying behaviours.  
The importance of trust was the fourth and major theme identified by the 
students.  
The ‘two-edged sword’ of the disinhibition effect highlighted the concept of 
‘honesty’ in online communication. 
“we have lots of trust issues…teenagers have lots of trust issues…they don’t 
trust anyone…they might blow it out of proportion…and they take it more 
serious than it actually is.(Senior female student) 
Potentially, the ability to keep the transcripts of online counselling 
interactions could be perceived as an advantage to the student for example if they 
made a disclosure of abuse that was needed as evidence, students accepted that this 
was an appropriate situation in which to keep the transcripts.  However, issues 
related to the keeping of transcripts underlined the fear of students that their personal 
circumstances would not be respected and possibly others would be told. This 
confirms earlier studies that revealed that young people do not always believe that 
their issues will be treated confidentially (Reid, 1996). However, comments to 
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contradict this belief were also evident in the focus groups and school counsellors 
were regarded as trustworthy by many students.  
The fifth theme related to accessibility to technology. There was a definite 
preference for students to be able to contact counsellors from home. However though 
students may have access to computers or laptops at school, not every secondary 
student has internet access at home and even if they do, the ability to use the 
computer in private may be a barrier.  
“if they only have one …computer in their house…you know they might be 
scared that someone could look over their shoulder and see what (they’re) 
saying….it depends on how private you can get in your own home I guess.” 
(Senior male student).  
Students were keen to know how the online counselling process would work. 
They were unsure if links to the counselling software would need to be embedded in 
the school website or be external to the school. A number of students thought there 
was a need for a variety of counsellors based on gender, age and location to be 
available. The suggestion that they could talk to the counsellor at a nearby school 
would also contribute to the safety issue, however, many expressed the opinion that 
they would want to know who they are talking to. Some thought a face-to-face 
relationship would be required to make the online counselling effective.  
 The final and sixth theme drawn from the students’ discussions was their 
belief that online counselling would provide the opportunity to discuss relationships 
and sensitive issues. A number of students cited the possibility that online 
communication could afford a young person the opportunity to discuss a variety of 
issues including family and personal concerns. ‘Relationships’ was regarded as a 
topic that many would go online to discuss. 
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“relationship problems would be a big one ..I talk about that a lot” (Senior 
female student)  
These relationship issues may include breakdowns in online relationships which have 
resulted in bullying. This topic as well as other sensitive issues, such as sexual 
identity, were considered possible topics for online counselling.  
“I think ….some don’t know their sexuality; if they’re gay or not – those sort 
of issues to try and deal with it.” (Senior male student) 
Discussion 
 
This study supports the finding of Vinluan (2011) who found that although 
school counsellors in the Philippines appreciated the potential of the communication 
technologies, they were reluctant to use technology for the delivery of counselling 
services due to their concerns about security and their lack of skills in using online 
counselling. Although there were more female counsellors in this sample, gender did 
not seem to influence the decision not to proceed with online counselling. This is 
similar to a Turkish study where it was found there was a general reluctance to use 
online counselling in schools by both male and female counsellors (Dincyurek & 
Uygarer, 2012). Though pre-service counsellors were enthusiastic about the concept, 
they perceived themselves as unskilled to conduct online counselling (Tanrikulu, 
2009). The school counsellors in this present sample also believed that they lacked 
the technical skill training required for conducting online counselling effectively.  
     Generally the school counsellors held a negative perception of online 
communication, which is possibly inhibiting them from pursuing this medium for 
counselling. They were not convinced that online counselling with adolescents was 
effective and they were not willing to adopt it into their practice before further 
evidence was produced.  
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Young people were positive about the use of online counselling as a possible 
avenue to professional help. They confirmed earlier findings of Cooper (2006) that 
they liked the idea of having a choice in who they contacted for counselling and the 
convenience of contacting the counsellor out of school hours. Both counsellors and 
students have issues about the efficiency of the technology for different reasons.  
The theme of trust pervaded many of the comments by both counsellors and 
students.  Counsellors indicated that they did not have confidence in the technology 
to establish a working therapeutic alliance while students did not trust the people 
using the technology. Both groups were concerned about the potential misuse of 
transcripts. Counsellors were concerned students would pass the information onto 
those for whom it was not meant, while students were concerned the information 
would be passed to their parents and confidentiality would be broken. 
The issue of honesty online is related to the construct of trust which is basic 
to any psychotherapy. This is true for any counselling relationship, either face-to-
face or online. Fletcher-Tomenius and Vossler (2009) found in a qualitative study 
that the level of trust is as important in online counselling as in more traditional 
settings. It was also found that the role of anonymity determines the level of trust in 
the relationship. These researchers discuss the ‘leap of faith’ that counsellors take 
when online. Because there is a lack of visual cues, they need to ‘trust’ what is being 
texted. Their comments confirmed findings of earlier research into the use of online 
counselling.  Students commented on the ease of use and the relative anonymity of 
communicating through a computer and the emotional safety that such 
communication provides (Bambling, King, Reid, & Wegner, 2008; Beattie, 
Cunningham, Jones, & Zelenko, 2006). 
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Some counsellors doubted that online counselling would be effective though 
students disagreed with this view and tended to be supportive of the initiative as it 
had the potential to help some young people. Counsellors thought text would limit 
the discussion while students saw text as a liberating tool which provided safeguards 
against emotional vulnerability. Counsellors feared the litigation implications while 
students were accepting of the limitations of the technology and agree that processes 
would need to be implemented such as terms and conditions that would ensure ‘at 
risk’ young people would need to be identified.   
Limitations  
A limitation of this study was that participants were asked to discuss an 
initiative that was not familiar to them. The groups discussed if they would 
implement or use online counselling which could be classed as a study of intended 
behaviour and this is problematic as it has been found that intention is not always 
highly correlated with the actual behaviour. However, in a study by Rhodes and 
Courneya (2003) into the intent of participants to develop their physical fitness, it 
was found that subjective norms such as attitude did have a significant effect on 
intention if the relationship between the past behaviours and current intentions were 
considered as residual. An analysis of various meta-analysis studies of theory of 
planned behaviour (TPB) have resulted in the conclusion that the longer the time 
between initial measure of intention and the opportunity to realise this intention, the 
less reliable is the predictive power of this theory (Ajzen,  2011).    
However, in the absence of a mechanism to assess the realisation of the 
intention to use online counselling, it is the only assessment that can be made. It 
establishes a baseline measure of intention. Likewise, this study is beneficial in 
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understanding the intention of school counsellors and of students by identifying the 
variables that may contribute to this intention to use online counselling.   
The nature of focus groups is such that the collected data is limited to a small 
sample of participants who may be influenced by the comments of others. As these 
are exploratory studies, focus groups are useful in identifying key points which 
would need further investigation with a larger sample. Notwithstanding these 
limitations, these studies are the first to identify school counsellors’ perceptions of 
online counselling and its appropriateness for ‘in school’ use. Likewise it is the first 
Australian study that specifically asks young people for their thoughts about the use 
of online counselling in schools. 
Future Research 
This current research highlights the potential for some students to seek help 
through online counselling with the school counsellor. Though counsellors see 
significant challenges the preliminary data obtained through these focus groups 
indicates the potential of online counselling in schools as a means of supporting 
young people who experience distress.  There is a need to establish if the views of 
these participants are held by the wider community of school counsellors and school 
students. The findings of these focus groups need to be tested and without the bias 
that can be generated in focus groups. The data identifies key aspects of 
implementation that could be incorporated into an assessment instrument. 
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 Chapter 6 School counsellors 
Paper 3: Opportunities and challenges: School guidance counsellors’ 
perceptions of counselling students online. 
 
 
Relevance to the thesis 
This chapter examines the role of the school counsellor in using technology 
in the delivery of counselling services to students.  Reasons school counsellors are 
reticent to adopt online counselling within the school setting are identified through 
the administration of an online survey to 210 school counsellors. This paper is 
central to the thesis hypothesis which examines the factors that impact on the 
potential uptake of online counselling in secondary schools. It addresses the first 
research question – why do school counsellors not provide online counselling? The 
survey was based on the qualitative data which were collated from focus groups 
conducted with school counsellors reported in Chapter Five.  A content analysis of 
this qualitative data resulted in six broad themes which suggested reasons for 
counsellor reluctance to adopt online counselling. These were (i) suspicion of 
technology; (ii) lack of online counselling skills; (iii) concerns about boundaries; (iv) 
fear of litigation and accountability; (v) need proof of effectiveness; and (vi) the lack 
of accessibility to the technology. Some of these results have also been referred to in 
a book chapter (Campbell & Glasheen, 2012). These themes were used as a reference 
point for the development of the counsellor’s survey.  As a result, this measure 
provided an insight into the perceptions and beliefs that school counsellors hold 
about initiating online counselling with students in schools.  Survey items were 
designed to assess the school counsellor’s- 
 Experience and comfort with technology 
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 Perceptions of student use of online technology 
 Preparedness to provide online counselling within the school setting 
 Level of confidence in aspects of implementation 
 Perceptions of potential student use 
 Demographic details 
This paper reports on the process, method and results of this study and concludes 
with a discussion of the issues raised by the findings.  
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http://dx.org/10.1017/jgc2013.15 
Why this journal was chosen 
The Australian Guidance and Counselling Journal was chosen as the appropriate 
vehicle for publishing this paper because of its readership. This journal is the 
publication produced by the peak national professional association for psychologists 
and counsellors in schools, Australian Psychologist and Counsellors in Schools 
(APACS) which was formerly the Australian Guidance and Counselling Association.  
Most practitioners who work with young people in schools are usually aware of this 
publication and some employing bodies recommend that school counsellors are 
members of this association.  
Contribution of authors  
K J Glasheen: claims 50% of the work 
M A Campbell:30% 
I Shochet:20% 
112                                                                                           ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS  
 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   113 
 
Opportunities and challenges: School guidance counsellors’ perceptions of 
counselling students online. 
 
Abstract 
 
School guidance counsellors world-wide seek ways of providing appropriate 
professional assistance to all students. While young people integrate online 
technology into their daily lives and go online for information and to communicate 
with each other, school counsellors in Australia are not offering online support to 
students. This cross-sectional study reported on the reluctance of school counsellors 
to offer online counselling and the reasons for this. A survey was developed focusing 
on the intention to offer online counselling based on indicative factors favouring the 
use of this initiative.   Two hundred and ten school guidance counsellors completed 
the survey online which showed that there is conditional support for the introduction 
of online counselling into the school setting.  Counsellors indicated that they would 
use online counselling if students accepted its use in the school setting though they 
question how genuine students would be in its use. Most respondents reported a lack 
of confidence in understanding the ethical and legal implications of online 
counselling. However, the majority of participants were prepared to undertake 
further professional development in this mode of counselling.  Additionally, they 
sought confirmation of the effectiveness of counselling students online before 
committing themselves to it. The implications for school guidance practice are 
discussed. 
 
Keywords: School counsellors, attitudes, online counselling, perceptions, concerns, 
enablers, confidence, student acceptability. 
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The increasing incidence of mental health problems in the adolescent 
population (Sawyer et al. 2001; Thapar, 2012; Zubrick, Silburn, Burton, & Blair, 
2000) and the fact that young people do not always seek appropriate professional 
help when it is necessary (Beyondblue, 2011; Booth, Knox, & Kang, 2008; 
Rickwood, 1995; Sawyer et al., 2012) challenges school counsellors to seek 
innovative ways of delivering support services to students. Counselling services for 
students are provided in most secondary schools in Australia. The role of the school 
counsellor aims to provide assistance to students when personal, psychological and 
educational issues impact on educational outcomes.  Currently this requires the 
student to physically meet face-to-face with the school counsellor. However, 
although students can make appointments to meet with the counsellor, many students 
do not seek this help when experiencing difficulties.  
Online Counselling as a Pathway to Mental Health Support 
Although there is evidence that young people experience mental health 
difficulties (Kessler, 2001; Sawyer et al., 2001; Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 
2007; Zubrick et al., 2000) a review of the international research indicates that of 
those who require professional help, only 25% of Australians aged 4-17years  seek 
such help (Gulliver, Griffiths et al. 2010). In fact, the more severe a young person’s 
mental health issue is, such as depression, the more likely they are not to seek help 
from a professional (Wilson 2010, Sawyer, Borojevic et al. 2012).  Instead, young 
people are increasingly turning to the internet for support with mental health 
problems (Havas, de Nooijer, Crutzen, & Feron, 2011; Stallard, 2010) and 
government funding has supported the development of self-help sites such as Reach 
Out! (www.reachout.com.au) (Oliver, Lee, O'Brien, & Nicholas, 2004). These 
resources are especially vital for rural youth (Mordaunt 2010) who often have the 
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requisite mental health literacy but are hesitant to seek help within their own 
communities (Hernan, Philpot, Edmonds, & Ready, 2010). When adolescents do 
seek professional help they first access their General Practitioner. However, 
adolescents mainly seek GP support for physical health problems rather than mental 
health issues (Booth, Knox et al. 2008). The school counsellor has been found to be 
the second professional that young people turn to for assistance (Sawyer, Miller-
Lewis, & Clark, 2007). In combining adolescents’ trust of school counsellors and 
their propensity to go online, a trial of online counselling in one secondary school 
was conducted which resulted in positive outcomes for a number of students 
(Glasheen & Campbell, 2009).  This trial prompted further investigation into why 
online counselling has not been introduced into Australian secondary schools to 
assist students who are reticent to seek face-to-face help.  
What is Meant by Online Counselling 
Richards and Viganò (2012) define online counselling as the use of 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) technologies for the delivery of 
therapeutic interventions by a professional counsellor in cyberspace.  The use of 
online technology in therapy is often referred to as e-therapy and this has been 
perceived as a useful tool for those who provide internet based interventions and 
mental health support (Barak, Hen, Boniel-Nissim, & Shapira, 2008; Manhal-
Baugus, 2001).  One mode of providing therapy online is by using ‘real-time’ or 
synchronous chat in providing online counselling.  The use of text-based 
communication within a synchronous chat room was trialled with secondary students  
in an earlier pilot and found effective (Glasheen & Campbell, 2008).  This modality 
of online counselling was the focus of this study.  The model presented to the school 
counsellors is one where the student initially requests an online appointment with the 
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school counsellor who responds by providing a link to a secure chat facility to be 
accessed at a pre-arranged time. 
The Effectiveness of the Online Alliance and Counselling 
The internet has also seen the growth of virtual communities that provide 
support for specific populations.  Many users of virtual communities report that they 
feel less inhibited in their interactions online, which highlights the possibilities for 
school counsellors to enable student success through collaboration through virtual 
communities (Sabella & Halverson, 2004). The disinhibition effect of online 
counselling (Suler, 2005), together with the benefit of writing in counselling has 
been shown to be a powerful therapeutic tools for university students (Richards & 
Tangney, 2008).  A number of community agencies already provide online support 
for young people such as KidsHelpLine in Australia (Ellerman-Bull, 2003) and in the 
United Kingdom, reviews of Kooth.com and e-motion online demonstrate that young 
people often seek help online (Hanley, 2004).  Studies of the online counselling 
process have focused on a comparison between online counselling and telephone 
counselling or online counselling and face-to-face counselling (King, Bambling, 
Reid, & Thomas, 2006; King et al., 2006).  Efforts to determine the level of 
effectiveness have not been conclusive but do indicate potential advantages of using 
online counselling over face-to-face counselling (Barak et al., 2008; Cook & Doyle, 
2002; Day & Schneider, 2002). Essential to effective counselling is the therapeutic 
alliance and Hanley (2011) found that engagement, rapport and especially the aspect 
of control were valued by young people when online. The positive reaction to the 
proposed use of online counselling as a means of providing student support within 
tertiary educational institutions (Ryan, Shochet, & Stallman, 2010; Richards, 2008) 
suggests that it could also be a useful tool for secondary school counsellors in the 
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delivery of school counselling services. Although community based agencies such as 
Kids Help Line provide online counselling for young people, there are still many 
students who do not access these agencies and therefore there is also a need to 
provide ‘pathways to care’ within the environment where young people spend most 
of their time, namely within the secondary school. To date, studies of how school-
based counsellors adopt technology have been limited to exploring their general 
attitudes towards the use of technology in service delivery and their personal comfort 
with its use (Carlson, Portman, & Bartlett, 2006; Vinluan, 2011).  
As mentioned previously, it is surprising to note that Australian school 
counsellors have not embraced online counselling in their work (Campbell & 
Glasheen, 2012). The reasons for this have not been fully explored. It is hypothesised 
that potential barriers could be a counsellor’s personal use and comfort with using 
technology and their confidence in using technology for counselling. Carlson, 
Portman, and Bartlett (2006) found in a survey of 381 American school counsellors 
that a counsellor’s level of comfort with technology use was a predictive factor of 
use of technology. There was no gender difference reported in school counsellors’ 
level of comfort with technology. Further barriers could be counsellors’ beliefs about 
online counselling in general, their perceptions of student behaviour online and the 
acceptability to students of online counselling. In another survey of general 
counsellors conducted by McLeod (2008) in the United States, it was found that 
professional counsellors reported a low opinion and lack of knowledge about online 
counselling. These counsellors reported concerns about ethical and legal implications 
of online practice in relation to ensuring safety and the efficacy of counselling 
efficacy.  Filipino school counsellors also expressed concern about cost, as well as 
concerns with confidentiality and security in online school counselling (Vinluan, 
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2011). A Turkish study of school counsellors found that both males and females 
were reluctant to use online counselling in schools (Dincyurek & Uygarer, 2012).  
 In this study we examined the factors that would predict Australian school 
counsellors’ intention to use online counselling. In particular, we were interested in 
factors that had been identified through focus groups of school counsellors.  These 
factors were - the counsellor’s confidence in using technology for counselling, their 
general beliefs about technology in general, their perceptions of student acceptability 
of online counselling offered in a school setting, and their beliefs about student use 
of technology (Campbell & Glasheen, 2012). We hypothesised that their general 
beliefs about technology in general and their confidence in using online counselling 
would be the major predictors of their intention to use. 
Method 
Participants 
School counsellors in one Australian state were invited to complete an online 
survey in 2011. Participants were accessed through the Queensland Guidance and 
Counselling Association (QGCA), a state counselling professional association, in 
addition to guidance counsellors employed by the Queensland Education 
Department. Two hundred and ten counsellors completed the survey, which is 
approximately a 20% response rate. Seventy-two per cent were female and 28% 
male. The largest percentage was aged between 51 and 60 years old (43%) with 28% 
aged between 41 and 50, 16% between 30-40, 10% over 60 and 3% between 20 and 
29 years old. The age and gender distribution reflects the composition of the present 
workforce in guidance counselling in the Queensland Education Department. 
Measure 
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   An online survey was constructed using data collated from focus groups of 
counsellors previously reported in Campbell and Glasheen (2012).   The survey 
consisted of 38 questions divided into 7 sections(see Appendix).  
Section 1 consisted of 5 questions about counsellors’ frequency of personal 
experience of technology use. For example, I use a computer for work.  
Section 2 asked participants to rate 6 statements on their beliefs about online 
technology in general on a 5 point Likert scale of strongly disagree to strongly agree.  
For example, Bad things are likely to happen online; People are usually honest when 
online. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.64. 
 Section 3 asked participants to rate 4 statements about their perceptions of 
student use of online technology on a 5 point Likert scale. For example, Online 
communication is important for students; Students tend to be deceptive when online. 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.70.  
Section 4 included the dependent variable which asked participants to 
indicate their intention to use online counselling, namely: If online counselling 
facilities were available in my school, I would use them. Three other items were 
included in this section of the survey and although they related to the use of online 
counselling, they were not considered to indicate an intention to use online 
counselling. These three items were: Online counselling would be an effective way to 
counsel students; I would be confident that a secure chat room would be a suitable 
place to counsel students; and I have the required skills to provide online counselling 
in my school. On reflection, these three items would have been better placed in 
sections 2 and 5.  
Section 5 consisted of 7 statements about participants’ level of confidence in 
using online counselling on a 5 point Likert scale from high to low, for example: 
120                                                                                           ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS  
 
Keeping control of the online counselling process; my understanding of the legal 
issues related to online counselling. Cronbach alpha was 0.89.  
Section 6 asked participants to rate 6 statements on a 5 point Likert scale of 
strongly disagree to strongly agree on their perceptions of student acceptability of 
online counselling, for example: Students would be worried about confidentiality; 
Students would like online chat used for counselling. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.77.  
Section 7 consisted of 6 demographic questions seeking data on age, gender, 
counselling experience, qualification and their preparedness to undertake training in 
online counselling. 
Ethical Considerations 
The Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane granted ethical approval 
for this study and the use of the online measure. All participants indicated their 
acceptance of the terms and provided consent by completing the first item. If they did 
not agree, the participant was directed to a ‘thank you’ message. 
Results 
The Online Counselling survey for counsellors was subjected to a principal 
components analysis (PCA) using SPSS Version 18. The six demographic questions 
(Section 7), the five personal experiences of technology questions (Section 1) and the 
question of intention to use online counselling (item 16, the dependent variable) were 
removed for the analysis leaving 26 items. The survey items 
(6,8,9,13,20,21,22,23,24,25,26,28 and 31) were reversed scored. After an 
examination of the survey items, it was decided that items 17, 18, and 19 did not ask 
if counsellors would use online counselling, so they were included in the factor 
analysis and removed as the dependent variable.  This initial judgement was 
confirmed in the PCA as items 17 and 18 were cross loaded on two factors and were 
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discarded, and item 19 loaded on the factor related to the counsellor's confidence to 
use online counselling. 
Before the PCA was performed the factorability of the data was assessed. The 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Adequacy (KMO MSA) value was .872 which was 
above the recommended value of .6 (Kaiser 1970, 1974) and Bartlett’s Test of 
Sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) was statistically significant therefore supporting the 
factorability of the correlation matrix. The diagonals of the anti-image correlation 
matrix were all over .5, which supported the inclusion of the items in the factor 
analysis. 
Principal components analysis using Oblimin rotation, revealed the presence 
of six components with eigenvalues exceeding 1, explaining a total of 60.9% of the 
variance with the first component  contributing 30%, the second 10%, the third 6.9%, 
the fourth  5.5%, the fifth 4.4% and the sixth 4% of the variance.  A further principal 
components analysis was undertaken that included only the components that 
accounted for more the 5% of the variance (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). 
This reduced the number of components from six to four.  A four-component 
solution explained a total of 52.5% of the variance with first component contributing 
30%, the second 10%, the third component 6.9%, and the fourth component 5.5%. 
Items with factor loadings less than 0.3 and cross-loadings above 0.4 were deleted.  
The items that were deleted were 6, 8, 10, 17, 18 and 31.  
A principal components analysis of the remaining items (20), using oblimin 
rotation was conducted. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value was .853 and Bartlett’s Test 
of Sphericity was statistically significant. The four components had eigenvalues 
exceeding 1, explaining a total of 57.2% of the variance with the first component 
explaining 30.8%, the second 11.8%, the third 8.2%, and the fourth 6.4%. 
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The factor loading matrix for this final solution is presented in Table 1. The 
four factors were labelled counsellor expectation of student acceptance (5 items - 27, 
28, 29, 30, 32), counsellor confidence to use (8 items – 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, and 
26), counsellor perception of student online behaviour (4 items – 7, 11, 12, and 13) 
and student online offline behaviour (3 items- 9, 14 and 15). As the Cronbach’s alpha 
for the fourth factor was only 0.43, these 3 items were removed from further 
analysis. 
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Table 1 
Pattern Matrix for PCA with Oblimin Rotation of Four Factor Solution of the Online 
Counselling Questionnaire Items 
 
 Pattern coefficients  
 
 
Item 
Student 
acceptance 
Confidence 
to Use 
Perception  
online 
behaviour 
Online 
Offline 
Behaviour 
 
 
Communalities 
7. People are usually 
honest when online 
9. People keep their 
online world 
separate from their 
offline world 
11. Privacy can be 
ensured online 
12. Students are 
usually truthful 
when making 
statements online 
13. Students  tend to 
be deceptive online 
14. Online 
communication is 
important for 
students 
15. Students 
consider their online 
world as real as their 
offline world 
19. I have the 
required technical 
skills to provide 
online counselling in 
my school 
20. My 
understanding of the 
legal issues related 
to online counselling 
21. Controlling my 
availability to offer 
online counselling 
22. Keeping control 
of the online 
counselling process 
23. Integrating face 
to face counselling 
with online 
counselling 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.733 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.604 
 
 
 
.662 
 
 
 
 
.787 
 
 
 
.852 
 
 
.776 
 
 
.673 
 
 
 
. 
.712 
 
 
 
 
 
.562 
 
.832 
 
 
 
.795 
 
 
 
.558 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.725 
 
 
 
.663 
.543 
 
.411 
 
 
 
.404 
 
.653 
 
 
 
.598 
 
.534 
 
 
 
.474 
 
 
 
.334 
 
 
 
 
.418 
 
 
 
.636 
 
 
.746 
 
 
.600 
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Table 1 (continued) 
 
24. Achieving 
positive outcomes 
by using online 
counselling in the 
school setting 
25. Ensuring 
confidentiality when  
using online 
counselling 
26. Dealing with the 
ethical implications 
of online 
counselling 
27. Students would 
like having online 
counselling 
available through 
the school 
28. Students would 
not take it seriously 
29. Students would 
like online chat 
being used for 
counselling 
30. Students would 
think the school 
counsellor was more 
accessible  
32. Students would 
use online 
counselling to 
‘check out’ the 
counsellor 
 
 
.414 
 
 
 
 
.775 
 
 
 
.622 
 
 
 
.770 
 
 
630 
 
 
 
 
.838 
 
 
 
 
 
.715 
 
 
 
 
.551 
 
 
 
.660 
 
 
 
.698 
 
 
 
.515 
 
 
.770 
 
 
 
 
.593 
 
 
.580 
 
 
Hierarchical multiple regression was used to examine if the three factors 
(student acceptance, confidence to use and perception of online behaviour)  predicted 
counsellor intention to use online school counselling, after controlling for the 
influence of gender as it was not deemed to influence the prediction. Gender was 
entered at Step 1 which explained 3% of the variance in intention to use online 
counselling. Confidence to use, student acceptance and perception of online 
behaviour were entered at Step 2 with the total variance explained by the model of 
46% after controlling for gender, R squared change = .43, F change (3, 194) = 52.21, 
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p <.01. In the final model gender, confidence to use, counsellor expectation of 
student acceptance and perception of online behaviour were statistically significant. 
Counsellor expectation of student acceptance had the highest beta value (beta = .32, 
p < .000) followed by counsellor perception of student online behaviour (beta = .29, 
p < .000) and confidence to use (beta = .24, p < .01) and gender had the lowest value 
(beta = -.12, p <.05) see Table 2. 
Table 2 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression 
Analysis Summary predicting 
intention to use online 
counselling from gender, 
confidence to use, student 
acceptance and perception of 
online behaviour 
Variable 
B SEB β sr² 
 
Step 1 
 
     Gender 
 
     Constant 
 
Step 2 
 
     Gender 
 
     Student Acceptance 
 
     Confidence to Use 
 
     Perception of online   
behaviour 
 
     Constant 
 
 
 
 
-.369 
 
3.494 
 
 
 
-.259 
 
.114 
 
.037 
 
.119 
 
-.620 
 
 
 
.151 
 
.080 
 
 
 
.115 
 
.022 
 
.009 
 
.024 
 
.367 
 
 
 
-171* 
 
 
 
 
 
-.120* 
 
.321** 
 
.237** 
 
.294** 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
-.160 
 
.354 
 
.273 
 
.333 
 
*p < .05, ** *p < .01. 
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Discussion 
This study was designed to examine the predictive factors that contribute to 
counsellor’s intention to use online counselling. It was found that the factor of the 
counsellor’s expectation of student acceptance of online counselling in schools was 
the most important variable which influenced school counsellors’ intention to use 
online counselling in the school setting. That is, if counsellors believed that student 
would think the counsellor was more accessible and would chat online for 
counselling then counsellors would be more inclined to use it. Although we thought 
this would be an important reason, it was surprising it had the most influence as we 
expected issues of technical, legal and ethical issues would be more prominent.  
Of second importance as a predictor was the school counsellors’ perception 
of students’ online behaviour. That is, if school counsellors believed students were 
usually truthful online and were not deceptive when online, they were more likely to 
intend to use online counselling. Most counsellors believed students were not honest 
online but they did not consider students to be deliberately deceptive. This was one 
section where female counsellors thought students were more honest online than 
male counsellors thought they were. Perhaps this was the reason that female 
counsellors were more likely to use online counselling in the school setting than their 
male counterparts. The assumption that young people are usually dishonest online 
was reinforced by these findings. However, a search of literature to confirm the 
belief that young people would be dishonest within online therapy revealed no such 
research at this time. In one survey, not specific to online counselling, the majority of 
users were honest online with only a third of the 257 participants reported engaging 
in any form of online deception (Caspi & Gorsky, 2006). An examination of 
adolescent’s online profiles reveal they are more likely to disclose personal 
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information (Williams & Merten, 2008). Further research is required to address this 
issue of honesty and the role it has in the therapeutic alliance. The third factor that 
predicted intention to use online counselling was the counsellors’ confidence to use 
it. As mentioned before we were surprised that this factor did not more strongly 
predict intention to use as it probed factors such as ensuring confidentiality, legal and 
ethical issues and control.  
It was interesting to note that only 13% of counsellors believed it was 
possible to ensure privacy in online counselling. Perhaps this could be a significant 
reason for school counsellors not to offer this type of counselling to date. 
Nonetheless 50% of this sample indicated that they would use the online counselling 
facilities in their school if they were available, with only 15% reporting they would 
definitely not use it. Only 7% would not be interested in further training with 17% 
were prepared to pay for professional development in this area, which bodes well for 
future use. Similar to the findings of Carlson et al. (2006), the data also indicated that 
while most of the counsellors use technology for routine applications in their work 
(such as email, and word processing), very few had participated in chat rooms, which 
would be used for online counselling.  
A number of popular assumptions question the value of online counselling. 
Fenichel, Suler and Barak (2002) listed ten myths, ranging from the belief that online 
therapy is impossible to the assumption that any clinician can work online.  From 
clinical experience, they reported that an effective and therapeutic alliance can be 
established online.  It is possible that if counsellors were more experienced in using 
the technology, their concerns about privacy would be negated by their 
understanding of how to be secure online. These findings imply the need for 
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significant skill development of school counsellors in order to tap the potential 
benefits of using technology in their practices. 
Strengths and Limitations 
While a limitation of this study was that there was a gender and age 
imbalance in the sample, this is a reflection of the population of school counsellors.  
Furthermore, the fact that the study utilised an online survey may have also biased 
the sample towards those who have some familiarity of technology. A strength of the 
study was that although there has been research into the introduction of online 
support services in other areas such as university and community agencies, this 
appears to be the first study examining school counsellors’ reasons for intention to 
use online counselling in secondary schools.  
Conclusion 
This study examined the factors that contributed to school counsellors’ 
intention to use online counselling in a secondary school setting.  The findings from 
this study established that there are three factors that contribute to counsellors’ 
intention.  First, counsellors will consider using online counselling if they knew 
students would accept it. Second, if counsellors believed students were truthful 
online they would be more inclined to use it. Third, counsellors are more likely to 
implement online counselling if they are confident in dealing with the ethical, legal 
and privacy issues related to using online technology. These finding have 
implications for the future training of counsellors in online counselling.  Together 
with the development of online skills required to conduct an online consultation, 
counsellors also need to have a level of confidence in understanding the issues 
associated with online counselling.  Although these school counsellors were 
motivated to assist students if they felt the young people would use online 
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counselling, research is required to identify the attitudes of  young people and 
establish if they would actually use online counselling in schools if it was available.  
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Appendix 
School Guidance Counsellors’ Perceptions of Online Counselling Survey 
 
Section 1 Counsellors’ personal experience of technological use 
       Yes               No 
1. I use a computer for work 
2. I use a computer for study 
3. I use a computer for personal tasks 
4. What experience have you had with online technology for any reason 
(options provided) 
5. What experience have you had with using online technology with 
students (options provided) 
 
Section 2 Counsellors’ beliefs about online technology in general 
Section 2, 3, and 4 requires participants to respond on a 5 point likert scale 
Strongly disagree -  Disagree -  Unsure -  Agree -  Strongly agree 
6. Bad things are likely to happen online 
7. People are usually honest when online 
8. As a rule people present an untruthful persona online 
9. People keep their online world separate from their offline world 
10. It is easy to get to know people online 
11. Privacy can be ensure online 
Section 3 Counsellors’ perceptions of student use of technology 
12. Students are usually truthful when making statements online 
13. Students tend to be deceptive when online 
14. Online communication is important for students 
15. Students consider the online world as real as the offline world 
 
Section 4 Counsellors’ intention to use online counselling 
 
16. If online counselling facilities were available in my school I would use 
them 
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17. Online counselling would be an effective way to counsel students 
18. I would be confident that a secure chat room would be a suitable place to 
counsel students 
19. I have the required technical skills to provide online counselling in my 
school 
 
Section 5 Counsellors’ confidence to use online counselling 
Section 5 requires participants to respond on a 5 point likert scale ranging 
from 
High to Low 
20. My understanding of the legal issues related to online counselling 
21. Controlling my availability to control online counselling 
22. Keeping control of the online counselling process 
23. Integrating face-to-face counselling with online counselling 
24. Achieving positive counselling outcomes by using online counselling in 
the school setting 
25. Ensuring confidentiality when using online counselling 
26. Dealing with the ethical implications of online counselling 
Section 6 Counsellors’ perceptions of student acceptability of online 
counselling 
Section 6 requires participants to respond on a 5 point likert scale 
Strongly disagree -  Disagree -  Unsure -  Agree -  Strongly agree 
27. Students would like having online counselling available through the 
school 
28. Students would not take it seriously 
29. Students would like online chat being used for counselling 
30. Students would think the school counsellor was more accessible. 
31. Students would be worried about confidentiality 
32. Students would use online counselling to check out the counsellor 
 
Section 7 Demographics 
33. If training in the use of online counselling was available would you attend 
34. Please select the area of education – primary, secondary 
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35. How long have you been providing counselling for young people 
36. What is the highest level of qualifications you have in counselling 
37. Gender 
38. Age 
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Chapter 7: Secondary school students 
 
Paper 4: Online counselling: Would student use this medium? 
 
Relevance to thesis 
 
The key findings related to the second research question of this thesis are 
reported in this paper, namely: Would secondary school students use online 
counselling?  It does this by gauging the level of intention to use online counselling, 
identifying the characteristics of those who intend to use it and provides the types of 
issues that students are most likely to bring to an online counselling interaction. This 
paper outlines the statistical analysis undertaken and the results include characteristics of 
those students who are most likely to benefit from the introduction of online counselling 
in secondary schools. This chapter provides the students’ perspective of online 
counselling; their intention to use the initiative, and what factors would contribute to 
their use.  
This paper used a survey that was developed from the qualitative data which 
were collected from a series of focus groups of secondary school students and 
reported in Chapter 5.  As mentioned the qualitative study was necessary as there 
was no appropriate instrument available which measures students’ intention to use 
online counselling in a school setting.  These themes (see chapter 5) provided the 
basis for the various sections of the survey described in this paper.   
 
Citation:  
Glasheen, K.J., Shochet, I., & Campbell, M.A. (Submitted). Online counselling in 
secondary schools: Would students seek help by this medium? International Journal 
for the Advancement of Counselling. 
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Why this journal was chosen    
Considering the fact that the United States of America has a long history in 
school counselling, it was thought that the use of technology in service delivery  may 
be of some interest to practitioners in that country.  In order that as many 
practitioners as possible could be exposed to this research, The Professional School 
Counseling journal which is the journal of the American School Counselor 
Association was viewed as an ideal vehicle for disseminating the idea of using online 
counselling in the school setting. As there is also very little evidence of such 
innovations in North American schools, it was a means of promoting the findings of 
this current research and thesis. Also as the lead author had spent some time working 
in that location, this paper may prompt some comment and possible future 
collaboration. The paper was submitted to this journal however, the paper was not 
accepted by this journal due to the journal’s scope and the belief that this paper was 
not appropriate for its readership. 
As a result, the paper was revised and subsequently was submitted to the 
International Journal for the Advancement of Counselling. This journal was 
subsequently chosen because its circulation includes countries where the 
development of online help is often regarded as a means to reach populations not 
able to readily access support.  A number of initiatives in countries such as Turkey 
have focused on the use of online counselling.    
Contribution of authors 
The lead author was responsible for the construction and authorship of this 
paper. Glasheen claims 50% Professor Ian Shochet assisted the candidate with the results 
section and  provided supervision of the statistical analysis and claims 30%.  Professor 
Campbell assisted in critique of the literature review, discussion and conclusion and 
claims 20% contribution. 
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Online counselling in secondary schools: Would students seek help by this 
medium? 
K. J. Glasheen, I. Shochet, & M.A. Campbell. 
 
Abstract 
 
Students in secondary schools experience stressors and mental health 
problems which can impact on their wellbeing and educational outcomes. Although 
face-to-face counselling is available in most Australian secondary schools, many 
students do not seek appropriate help, particularly boys. Research suggests that 
online counselling can be effective and increase engagement, however, it is not 
available in schools at present. This study of 215 secondary students (year levels 8 to 
12) sought to assess students’ intention to use online counselling in a school setting if 
it was made available. The influence of gender, prior counselling experience, year 
level, and levels of psychological distress on students’ intention to use online 
counselling was examined. Further, the particular concerns that students would 
discuss online were identified. The results found no gender difference in the intention 
of students to use online counselling in the school context. Year level was significant 
with students in year 8 and year 12 intending to use it more than other year levels. 
Students with moderate to severe levels of psychological distress had a significantly 
greater preference for online counselling. Students preferred to use online 
counselling for sensitive topics such as sexuality rather than study and career issues. 
The findings highlight the potential of technology to close the gender divide in help-
seeking behaviours and to engage more distressed students. Implications for school 
counselling and future directions are discussed.  
 
Keywords:  adolescence, gender, help-seeking, mental health, intention, 
online-counselling, students, schools 
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Young Australians experience increasing levels of stress during their  
secondary schooling with issues such as school and study problems, relationship 
issues and body image (Mission Australia National Survey, 2012). It is during 
adolescence and early adulthood when affective disorders such as depression and 
anxiety often have their onset and continue throughout the lifespan (Hauenstein, 
2003; Thapar, Thapar, Collishaw, & Pine, 2012). Such mental health conditions in 
adolescence can impact on their future health status (Sawyer et al., 2012), completion 
of education (Leach & Butterworth, 2012), and post-school career decision-making 
(Walker & Peterson, 2012) as well as compromising the important relationships that 
develop at this crucial stage of psychological development (Johnson & Galambos, 
2014). Therefore, the negative impact of poor mental health on the educational 
outcomes and student wellbeing is increasingly becoming a major focus for schools 
and school-based counsellors (De Jong & Griffiths, 2008; Rowling, 2007).  
Though many secondary school students experience difficulties with 
relationships, academic demands, and mental health concerns, it is also a fact that 
many do not seek professional support when confronted by these problems 
(Rickwood, Deane, & Wilson, 2007; Schonert-Reichl, 2003; Sheffield, Fiorenza, & 
Sofronoff, 2004; Smith, 2012). In one survey of mental health and wellbeing of 
Australian young people, only 20% of adolescents who identified themselves as 
having problems, had accessed professional help during the six month period prior to 
the survey (Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007). This is compounded by the fact 
that those who experience mental health difficulties and possible suicidal ideation, 
are less likely to seek help as their levels of psychological distress and self-
destruction intentions increase. This phenomena has been described as the ‘negation 
effect’ (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005) and it poses a challenge to 
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counsellors and mental health workers who strive to support unwell young people.  
In a recent national survey over 20% of young people said they had nowhere to go 
for help (Mission Australia, 2012). Graetz (2006) has emphasised how important it is 
for young people who are experiencing depression and similar problems to be able to 
find a person at school that they can easily talk to.   
Australian secondary schools are usually resourced with school counsellors 
and even though the school counsellor is the second most preferred professional 
person after a medical General Practitioner (Sawyer et al., 2000; Zubrick, Silburn, 
Burton, & Blair, 2000), most young people depend on their friends and parents for 
assistance (Raviv, Raviv, Vago-Gefen, & Fink. 2009; Rickwood, Dean, & Wilson, 
2007). However, a survey of rural youth found that 56% of those surveyed reported 
that they would seek the help of the school counsellor as their first preference. They 
also noted that the fear of perceived social proximity and rural gossip inhibited 
young people’s intention to seek help from anyone in their community (Boyd et al., 
2011). As a result, appropriate professional support may not be sought when 
potentially serious mental health conditions are experienced by young people and 
this seems to apply to boys more than girls.  
Boys seek help less than girls (Maclean, Hunt, & Sweeting, 2013) and often 
do not believe they need to do so (Johansson, Brunnberg, & Eriksson, 2007; Smith, 
2012; Timlin-Scalera, Ponterotto, Blumberg, & Jackson, 2003). This is alarming as a 
recent government report estimated that mental illness in males aged 12-25 cost the 
Australian economy $3.27 billion per annum or $387,000 per hour across a year in 
lost productivity (Degney et al., 2012). Furthermore, suicide has been found to be the 
largest single cause of death in young Australian males aged 15–24 years (Degney et 
al., 2012). Together with the reluctance of both genders to seek help in the first 
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instance, there is the concerning tendency that as students become more affected by 
their depression and anxiety, there is a trend to seek help less as the severity of the 
condition increases (Rickwood, Deane, & Wilson, 2007). This ‘help-negation’ effect 
is a major obstacle to young people seeking help when they need it.  It is therefore 
essential to provide ways for young people to seek help that is integrated with their 
preferred means of communicating with others.  
Young people live and interact within a digital world. Relationships are often 
initiated, fostered and even terminated by the use of online technology 
(Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 2008) and the use of texting in romantic relationships 
is increasing (Morey, Gentzler, Creasy, Oberhauser, & Westerman, 2013). These 
relationships often develop while at school and it has been found that a young 
person’s sense of connectedness to school is a positive factor in ensuring a student’s 
emotional wellbeing (Frydenberg, Care, Freeman, & Chan, 2009; Sulkowski, 
Demaray, & Lazarus, 2012) especially as a preventative factor in combating the 
onset of anxiety and depression (Shochet, Dadds, Ham, & Montague, 2006). 
Together with the need to be connected with peers (Millings, Buck, Montgomery, 
Spears, & Stallard, 2012), young people tend to value immediacy when it comes to 
seeking information. The tendency to ‘google’ for answers to questions is not limited 
to educational tasks. Young people have shown a willingness to seek answers to 
health and personal questions online (Oh, Jorm, & Wright, 2009).  Although it has 
been established that young people do seek online health information, little research 
has been conducted to identify the content, nature or mode of delivery of such 
material (Edwards-Hart & Chester. 2010). Australian community agencies such as 
the online youth mental health services Reachout (http://inspire.org.au/reachout-com) 
and Headspace (McGorry et al., 2007) together with the telephone and online 
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counselling service of Kids Help Line (www.kidshelp.com.au), recognise the value 
of online resources. It is interesting however that within the education sector, there is 
a reluctance to adopt this new media for the purposes of encouraging help-seeking 
behaviours in disturbed youth. 
The utilisation of online technology to provide counselling has developed 
significantly in recent years (Alleman, 2002; Baker & Ray, 2011; Haberstroh, 
Duffey, Evans, Gee, & Trepal, 2007).  Online counselling has become a possible 
means of assisting young people when they are facing emotional and mental health 
challenges.  The effectiveness of online counselling has been found to be at least 
equal to face-to-face counselling (Barak, Hen, Boniel-Nissim, & Shapira, 2008; 
King, Bambling, Reid, & Thomas, 2006). Due the presence of the ‘disinhibition 
effect’ as described by Suler (2005), the online interaction often leads to early 
disclosure of personal information and may in fact mean that the length of rapport 
building may be reduced online. There is also evidence that males might seek help by 
accessing online assistance. Neville (2012) in an investigation of submissions to the 
Irish advice website found over 25% were from males who wrote about their 
emotionally charged life situations. This study suggested that online platforms may 
assist males in developing their ‘emotional’ masculinities.  Moreover, an earlier 
study of adult males found that those who accessed online counselling experienced 
greater decreases in discomfort than those using face to face counselling (Rochlen, 
Land, & Wong, 2004).  
 Young people access community-based online counselling services to discuss 
a variety of issues.  Kids Help Line in 2013 received 42% of contacts online. The 
primary reasons were mental health and emotional wellbeing concerns such as 
suicide-related, self-injury, body image, sexual orientation, sexual activity, 
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homelessness and pregnancy. Study and educational issues were also topics that were 
discussed with Kids Help Line counsellors (Kids Help Line, 2013).   
Even though community agencies such as Kids Help Line and Headspace are 
already providing online counselling to young people (Reynolds, Griffiths, & 
Christensen, 2011), this form of online support does not exist in schools. At this 
stage there is also no research that young people would want to use online help if it 
was offered at school. However, the adoption by school counsellors of online 
counselling in the secondary school setting may provide a pathway to help for those 
students who have been reticent to use face-to-face counselling at school.   
Given the value of online counselling described above and some encouraging 
results for males using online counselling, perhaps this medium might narrow the 
gender gap in help-seeking behaviour.  In addition, it is important to know the kinds 
of issues young people would be comfortable addressing through online counselling 
at school. Another important question is whether the online counselling medium 
would attract the students that need it the most and to ascertain whether those that are 
most distressed would indicate an intention to use online counselling. In this regards 
it needs to be determined whether a) it would attract students over and above those 
that have previously sought face to face counselling, b) whether it would attract 
students that are already showing symptoms of psychological distress, and c) 
whether the concerns that would be discussed online would differ from those 
discussed face-to-face.  
As online counselling provides an emotional safety zone for many young 
people (King, Bambling, Reid, & Thomas, 2006) it could be expected that its 
introduction into the school setting would result in young people seeking counselling 
who otherwise would be embarrassed to seek face to face counselling. Research 
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conducted by Ryan, Shochet and Stallman (2010) showed that university students 
with high levels of psychological distress indicated an intention to access an online 
mental health program. Therefore, there is some reason to expect that this medium 
may indeed attract secondary school students who are experiencing some level of 
psychological distress including those who have not previously sought face to face 
counselling.  
The Aims of this Study 
The present study focused on students within the secondary school 
environment and sought to gauge student intention to use online counselling if it was 
offered by their school counsellor. It also sought to identify which students were 
likely to use online counselling, and what concerns they would most likely discuss 
online.  
The research questions were:    
What is the frequency of intention to use school online counselling?    
What influence does gender, prior counselling experience, year level, and 
levels of psychological distress have on students’ intention to use school 
online counselling?  
and 
What are the concerns students would prefer to discuss by online 
counselling? 
Method 
Participants 
Two hundred and fifteen secondary school students (103 males and 112 
females) from five government and two non-government schools in South East 
Queensland in Australia participated in the study. Due to timetabling restrictions, the 
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researchers were given limited access to students. Though the average enrolment of 
the schools was 900 students, approximately only a third were given the opportunity 
to participate in the survey. Of the potential sample pool of approximately 2000 
students, only 10% returned consent forms and completed the survey.  An average of 
43 students from each year level completed the survey. The year level of the 
participants was identified instead of age as initiatives in secondary schools are often 
managed at specific grades for organisational purposes.  
Measures 
An online survey consisting of 36 items was administered. The online survey 
was created in such a way that participants had to complete all questions except for 
one (whether they had or had not attended counselling before) thereby missing data 
was minimised. Two questions ascertained students’ intention to use online 
counselling: If online counselling with the school guidance counsellor/guidance 
officer was available, and you needed to contact them, would you use this online 
service? and Would you use online chat with the guidance counsellor/guidance 
officer as a way of getting to know them before going to see him/her?– with  three 
responses of yes, maybe or no. Three items asked the student’s year level, gender and 
past counselling experience. Four items were on student technology use, for 
example, How important is it for you to be able to contact your friends on a social 
network site (such as Facebook)?  Eight items required participants to identify their 
help-seeking behaviours in response to a scenario indicating symptoms of depression 
such as  If I was feeling that way, I would phone a crisis line such as Kids Help Line; 
I would talk to my friends; I would go to my GP (Doctor). Awareness of counselling 
services in the school was tested by two questions such as Do you know who the 
school guidance counsellor/guidance officer is? Seven items covered student 
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preferences on how online counselling would need to be conducted for example: The 
chat room being used for counselling would need to be secure and I would need to 
know if a copy of the online ‘chat’ is going to be kept. There were 10 questions that 
asked participants’ preferences to discuss  specific issues face-to-face or online with 
a five point Likert response  scale of definitely prefer online(1); maybe prefer 
online(2); either(3); maybe prefer face-to-face(4); definitely prefer face-to-face(5). 
These listed items included - conflict at home; conflict with students; study or school 
work; help with career plans; cyberbullying; concerns about sexuality; and advice 
about helping a friend. Participants also completed the Depression Anxiety and 
Stress Scale.   
Depression Anxiety Stress Scale -Short Version. DASS 21 (Lovibond & 
Lovibond, 1995; Henry & Crawford, 2005). This is a 21 item set of three self-report 
scales designed to measure the occurrence in the preceding week of negative 
emotional states of depression (e.g., Over the past week, I felt that I had nothing to 
look forward to), anxiety (e.g., I felt close to panic) and stress (e.g., I tended to over-
react to situations).  For this sample, the DASS 21 had a total reliability of .95 with 
subscore reliabilities of Stress r=.88; Anxiety r=.82 and Depression r=.90.  
Ethical approval was obtained from the appropriate university ethics 
committee and from the educational authorities of the schools. Signed parental 
consent forms and student assent were obtained prior to students completing the 
online questionnaire. The survey administration was coordinated by the school 
guidance counsellor at each school, however, the students were supervised 
completing the survey online by a teacher during school time. The survey took 
approximately fifteen minutes. 
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Results 
 The majority of participants (89.3%) used a computer or smart phone 
to chat with their friends and 81.4% used social network sites (e.g., Facebook) to 
contact their friends. Most participants thought that using a computer or smart phone 
to chat with their friends was important (66.5%) with a similar percentage (65.2%) 
rating the same for social networking sites. There were no significant differences in 
gender 2(2, N = 215) = 0.92, p = .63 or prior counselling experience at school  2(2, 
N = 213) = 0.87, p = .65 on intention to use online counselling at school as measured 
by the item If online counselling with the school guidance counsellor/guidance 
officer was available, and you needed to contact them, would you use this online 
service? There was a statistically significant difference for year level F (4, 210 = 
3.685), p < .01. Post hoc comparisons using Bonferroni revealed that the mean scores 
for Year 8 (M = 1.55, SD = .63) and Year 11 (M = 2.08, SD = .65) differed 
significantly. See Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Intention to use online counselling by gender, prior counselling experience and year 
level 
Variable Yes 
 
  n        % 
Maybe 
 
n        % 
No 
 
n        % 
Total Number 
of Students 
n 
Gender 
Female 
Male 
Prior counselling 
experience 
Yes 
No 
 
44   (39.3%) 
3    (37.9%) 
 
 
31   (40.8%) 
51   (37.2%) 
 
46   (41.1%) 
48   (46.6%) 
 
 
30   (39.5%) 
63   (46%) 
 
22 (19.6%) 
16 (15.5%) 
 
 
 15 19.7%) 
 23(16.8%) 
 
         112 
103 
 
 
76 
137 
Year Level     
Yr 8 29   (51.8%) 23   (41.1%) 4     (7.1%) 56 
Yr 9 14   (35.9%) 16   (41.0%) 9    (23.1%) 39 
Yr 10 9     (27.3%) 18   (54.5%) 6    (18.2%) 33 
Yr 11 6     (16.7%) 21   (58.3%) 9    (25.0%) 36 
Yr 12 25   (49.0%) 16    31.4% 10   19.6%) 51 
It is important to note that a cumulative percentage of 80 percent of females and over 
84 percent of males indicted that they either might or would use online counselling if 
made available. 
Psychological Distress 
In order to test whether those students with greater levels of distress might prefer on- 
line counselling, students in the moderate and severe range of psychological distress 
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were compared to students with normal and low levels of distress on frequency of 
intention to use online counselling. The cut-off points were used based on the DASS 
manual (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). For the subscale of depression the cut-off 
was greater than or equal to 7, for anxiety the cut-off was 6 and for stress the cut-off 
was 10. Separate chi squared analyses showed significant differences for depression 
χ2(2) = 6.18, p < .05 and stress χ2(2) = 6.73, p < .05. Anxiety was not significant 
χ2(2) = 2.21, p = .33. Table 2 provides the proportion of students endorsing online 
counselling by levels of psychological distress. 
Table 2  
Frequency of DASS 21 scores of students (moderate and higher) intention to use 
online counselling 
Variable Yes Maybe No Total Number 
of Students 
DASS21  
Depression subscale 
scores  
Scores < 7 
Scores > = 7 
Anxiety subscale scores  
Scores < 6 
Scores > = 6 
Stress subscale scores  
Scores < 10 
Scores > = 10 
 
 
 
64   (36%) 
19 (54.3%) 
 
68 (38%) 
15 (60%) 
 
68 (36%) 
15 (60%) 
 
 
 
80 (44%) 
14 (40%) 
 
78 (43%) 
16 (47.1%) 
 
85 (45%) 
9 (36%) 
 
 
 
36   (20%) 
2 (5.7%) 
 
35 (19%) 
3 (8.8%) 
 
37 (19%) 
1 (4%) 
 
 
 
180 
35 
 
181 
34 
 
190 
25 
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It is interesting to note that 94.5 % of students with moderate to severe levels of 
depression indicated that they may or would seek help online. Similarly 96% of 
students with moderate to high symptoms of stress indicted they may or would use 
on online service if made available.  
Counselling Concerns 
Concerns about sexuality ranked as the issue with the lowest mean ( i.e., Definitely 
prefer online -1) indicating an intention to use online counselling while the issue of 
career was ranked the least likely concern to be discussed online.  The frequency of 
issues that students identified as more suitably dealt with online are presented in 
Table 3.  
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Table 3 
Concerns ranked according to preference for online counselling 
Concern Definitely 
prefer 
online 
Maybe 
prefer 
online 
Either Maybe 
prefer 
face-to-
face 
Definitely 
prefer 
face-to-
face 
Mean 
_ 
X 
Standard 
deviation 
Concerns 
about 
sexuality 
 
Conflict 
at home 
 
Worrying 
thoughts 
or feeling 
 
Conflict 
with 
other 
students 
 
Bullying 
at school 
 
Cyberbul
lying 
 
 
Advice 
about 
helping a 
friend 
 
To have 
someone 
to listen 
to me 
 
Study or 
school 
work 
 
Help 
with 
career 
65 
(30.2%) 
 
 
19 
(8.8%) 
 
17 
(7.9%) 
 
 
20 
(9.3%) 
 
 
 
22 
(10.2%) 
 
22 
(10.2%) 
 
 
 
8 
(3.7%) 
 
 
 
12 
(5.6%) 
 
 
7 
(3.3%) 
 
 
2 
(0.9%) 
43 
(20%) 
 
 
37 
(17.2%) 
 
23 
(10.7%) 
 
 
26 
(12.1%) 
 
 
 
23 
(10.7%) 
 
22 
(10.2%) 
 
 
 
23 
(10.7%) 
 
 
 
17 
(7.9%) 
 
 
     14 
(6.5%) 
 
 
18 
(8.4%) 
62 
(28.8%) 
 
 
88 
(40.9%) 
 
104 
(48.4%) 
 
 
84 
(39.1%) 
 
 
 
76 
(35.3%) 
 
74 
(34.4%) 
 
 
 
90 
(41.9%) 
 
 
 
103 
(47.9%) 
 
 
90 
(41.9%) 
 
 
89 
(41.4%) 
18 
(8.4%) 
 
 
32 
(14.9%) 
 
35 
(16.3%) 
 
 
49 
(22.8%) 
 
 
 
46 
(21.4%) 
 
46 
(21.4%) 
 
 
 
48 
(22.3%) 
 
 
 
31 
(14.4%) 
 
 
50 
(23.3%) 
 
 
42 
(19.5%) 
27 
(12.6%) 
 
 
39 
(18.1%) 
 
36 
(16.7%) 
 
 
36 
(16.7%) 
 
 
 
48 
(22.3%) 
 
51 
(23.7%) 
 
 
 
46 
(21.4%) 
 
 
 
52 
(24.2%) 
 
 
54 
(25.1%) 
 
 
64 
(29.8%) 
2.53 
 
 
 
3.16 
 
 
3.23 
 
 
 
3.26 
 
 
 
 
3.35 
 
 
3.38 
 
 
 
 
3.47 
 
 
 
 
3.44 
 
 
 
3.60 
 
 
 
3.69 
 
1.33 
 
 
 
1.17 
 
 
1.10 
 
 
 
1.15 
 
 
 
 
1.22 
 
 
1.24 
 
 
 
 
1.06 
 
 
 
 
1.11 
 
 
 
1.03 
 
 
 
1.02 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   155 
 
T tests revealed that there were no gender differences in the preference for online or 
face to face counselling for any of the specific concerns. Half the students (50.2%) 
would definitely or maybe prefer to discuss concerns about sexuality online.  This 
contrasts with the fact that less than one in ten (9.3%) of students would discuss their 
career plans online. Just over one quarter of students would prefer online counselling 
when dealing with conflict at home while one in five students would prefer this 
medium to discuss issues related to worrying thoughts or feelings (18.6%), bullying 
at school (20.9%) and cyberbullying (20.4%). Less personal issues such as helping a 
friend (14.4%), someone to talk to (13.5%) and study or school work (9.8%) saw less 
interest in seeking help online.  
Discussion 
 The primary research question in this study was to ascertain the extent to 
which students would use online counselling at school if made available. In addition 
we wanted to establish whether boys or girls and those that have had prior 
counselling experience would differ in their intentions to utilise the service. In 
addition we wanted to ascertain whether those with greater psychological distress 
might have greater intention to use an online service. Finally we wanted to ascertain 
the issues that students would prefer to discuss online.  
  Over 80% of students indicated they definitely would or might use online 
counselling if it was offered by the school counselor. Thirty-nine percent of students 
were definite with another 43.7% indicating that they may use it. However 18% of 
students reported they would not use online counselling if it was available. There 
was no significant difference in gender in intention to use online counselling at 
school. It is interesting to note that almost half of the females (48.6%) who 
completed the survey had previous face-to-face counselling at school compared with 
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less than one quarter of the male students (21.6%). This finding supports previous 
research that has consistently found that females are more likely to seek counselling 
support than males (Judd, 2008).  It is encouraging to see that this gender difference 
was not replicated in students intention to use online counselling. This finding 
extends the earlier conclusion of Neville (2012) that males might prefer to seek 
information and advice online. One possible explanation could be related to how 
masculinity shapes the context of male help-seeking behaviours. Addis and Mahalik 
(2003) proposed that males are willing to seek help as long as they have the ability to 
reciprocate the help.  Possibly when using technology for help-seeking, there is a 
sense of detachment or even de-personalisation and consequently there is not a sense 
of needing to reciprocate. Research on gaming dynamics has found that when males 
changed the gender of their avatar, they were more likely to seek help (Lehdonvirta, 
Nagashima, Lehdonvirta, & Baba, 2012). Males who are emotionally restrictive may 
prefer online counselling (Rochlen, Land, & Wong, 2004), however, the reasons why 
this is so require further investigation.  Previous counselling experience did not 
appear to determine the level of intention to use online counselling. This finding 
suggests that those who have not sought counselling previously may consider online 
counselling. School counsellors both in focus groups and by a survey reported that 
they would consider offering online counselling if students would accept it 
(Glasheen, Campbell, & Shochet, 2013; 2014). The level of support for online 
counselling by this sample of students provides confirmation that counsellors were 
seeking.   
If students intended to seek help online, they were most likely to want to 
discuss personal and sensitive concerns such as sexuality. This contrasts with the 
continued preference for students to be physically present with the school counsellor 
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to discuss their career plans. Online counselling could be supportive of students who 
are struggling with issues related to sexuality as it is usually during their secondary 
school years that young people are determining their sexual identity. As students 
indicated that they were more likely to discuss sexuality issues online suggests that 
the disinhibition effect of online communication (Suler, 2005) permits people to 
discuss concerns that would normally be regarded as stigmatising (Fenichel et al., 
2002). As some of these students may be Same Sex Attracted Youth (SSAY), online 
communication allows these young people to regulate who and when they disclose 
personal facts about their sexuality. Online counselling at school may assist them to 
control their visibility. This has been termed as visibility management by Lasser and 
Tharinger (2003) who proposed that it was a key construct in the identity 
development of SSAY. The present study highlights the possible usefulness of 
school online counselling for SSAY but it may also provide some assistance in the 
ongoing development of their identity. 
Interestingly it was found that unlike sexual issues, young people prefer to  
discuss their career development needs face-to- face with the school counsellor. This 
is noteworthy as there has been much effort in recent years to develop many online 
career assessment tools and career exploration programs (Jencius & Rainey, 2009). 
The fact that students indicated a preference for face-to-face career counselling is 
interesting in spite of the fact that many career development resources and career 
exploration programs are found online.  
It was found that those students commencing their high school experience 
(Year 8) and those about to conclude their secondary education (Year 12) indicated a 
greater intention to access online counselling at school than students in other years. 
Assumptions as to why this occurred need further exploration though it may be 
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associated with the transitions that both cohorts of students are encountering in these 
year levels. In a previous study by Zeedyk et al. (2003) a major concern of students 
entering high school was getting lost. Almost a third of Year 8 students have been 
found to have a difficult transition to high school (Waters, Lester, Wenden, & Cross, 
2012). It may be that year 8 students are not as familiar with the counselling support 
in secondary schools, and online counselling provides a less threatening way of 
approaching help. Another possibility is that as they are starting a new phase of 
learning, they are open to innovative ideas and are willing to ‘try out’ what is on 
offer in their new high school. The reason that students in their final year of school 
are more likely to seek help online is also unknown. The developmental stage of 
transitioning from adolescence to adulthood may be more a concern for students at 
this year level or it may be due to the increased use of technology with age and the 
decrease of parental controls (Harris, Straker, & Pollock, 2013). At this stage they 
are more likely to have integrated technology into their social interactions (Morey, 
Gentzler, Creasy, Oberhauser, & Westerman, 2013) and are more comfortable with 
communicating openly online.  As a result it is more convenient to go online at a 
time when studies are more pressing and when the online world has become a 
familiar and natural way of sourcing assistance. It may also be a time when they 
become aware of how psychological concerns may be impinging on their social 
interactions and relationships. 
As psychological distress increased the intention to use online counselling 
was found to increase. The fact that students of secondary school age would seek 
online help complements earlier findings that distressed university students would 
seek mental health programs online (Ryan, Shochet, & Stallman, 2010) and indicates 
that online communication is potentially a useful medium to improve help seeking in 
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distressed young people in both secondary and tertiary education.  The percentage of 
students with scores on the DASS 21 subscales which were in the moderate and 
above levels of depression and stress, had a greater intention to seek online 
counselling. If students who are depressed and stressed are more likely to seek online 
counselling, it may be due to the sense of emotional safety and the relative 
anonymity provided by using computer mediated communication. This confirms 
earlier studies with clients at Kids Help Line felt less vulnerable when 
communicating with online counsellors (Bambling, King, Reid, & Wegner, 2008; 
Beattie, Cunningham, Jones, & Zelenko, 2006). This is a very encouraging finding in 
light of the research that suggests that a high proportion of students with 
psychological distress to do not seek appropriate help. As those with high levels of 
psychological distress indicate a preference for online counselling, the availability of 
this form of online support may contribute in overcoming and combating the 
‘negation effect’ when other forms of support are not accessed (Rickwood, Deane, 
Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005). The finding would indicate that this avenue of online 
support might increase help-seeking at this crucial time. Such potential benefits for 
distressed young people are a positive argument for expanding online counselling 
services into the schools.   
Limitations 
A major limitation of this study is that it investigated intention and not 
behaviour. The design of this study was limited to measuring the intention to use 
online counselling. Even though it does suggest that vulnerable students may intend 
to access online counselling at school, it does not establish that they actually would 
make use of the service if it was provided. Clinical trials of online counselling in 
schools would need to be conducted to ascertain if students would translate intention 
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into participation in online counselling. Additionally, the sample size was relatively 
small. Though a large number of students were invited to participate in this research, 
the majority of students did not return the signed parental permission forms. It could 
be argued that those who chose to participate in this study were positively biased 
towards the use of technology. Though the participants were drawn from a variety of 
secondary schools both government and independent, the study due to practical 
constraints, did not include students attending schools in remote geographical areas 
where online counselling has been found to be effective for those affected by 
distance (Hernan, Philpot, Edmonds, & Reddy; 2010; Strid & Efford, 2001). 
Nevertheless this study has provided important indicators to show that students from 
urban schools also consider online counselling as a potentially beneficial service.  
The conclusion that students with elevated levels of psychological distress 
would definitely or maybe prefer to use online counselling is based on the results of 
the DASS 21which is a self-report instrument. Although the DASS  21 is a well-
established psychometric measure with excellent predictions of caseness (Brown, 
Chorpita, Korotitsch, & Barlow, 1997; Osman et al., 2012), these scores are not 
collaborated by clinician administered assessments and therefore a lack of accuracy 
may occur due to the nature of the self-reporting process. Further research with 
clinical samples is therefore required to ascertain if the recommended cut-off levels 
for this self-report do in fact determine a psychiatric diagnosis (Lovibond  & 
Lovibond, 1995).  In spite of these limitations the survey provides very encouraging 
results that online counselling in schools may help close the gender gap in help 
seeking, might engage students that are more psychologically distress and might also 
be a vital forum to discuss particularly sensitive topics such as sexuality.   
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Conclusion 
A cross sectional study of secondary school students found that over 80 % of 
young people would use online counselling if it was provided by the school 
counsellor.  There were no gender differences in intention to use school online 
counselling. Younger students transitioning into secondary school (Year 8) and 
senior students completing their schooling (Year 12) are more likely to use online 
counselling.  Significantly more female students in the sample had accessed face-to-
face counselling with the school counsellor than male students, however, the fact that 
there was no gender difference in intention to use online counselling indicates the 
potential of this medium to help males. Similarly online counselling may assist 
students with elevated levels of depression and stress. Sexuality and other sensitive 
issues have the potential to impact on a young person’s mental health and 
educational outcomes and this study highlighted how an online service in schools 
could assist students experiencing such issues. We do not advocate that all 
counselling needs to be online as many students still prefer to meet the counsellor in 
a face-to-face situation for certain concerns, however, we suggest that online 
counselling may assist some of those students who have up until now, been reticent 
to access the services of the school counsellor. It will only be through the 
implementation and practice of online counselling in secondary schools that the 
usefulness of such an innovation will be ascertained.  
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Chapter 8: General Discussion  
 
This final chapter provides a synthesis of the various findings from the 
preceding papers. The strengths and limitations of the research are discussed and the 
implications for practice and recommendations for future research are presented.  
Overall this thesis aimed to establish if the introduction of synchronous text-based 
online counselling into Australian secondary schools would assist students in 
obtaining professional help and promote the young person’s help-seeking behaviours 
when they experience mental health difficulties.  The basic premise is that the mental 
health of adolescents attending secondary schools impacts on their educational 
outcomes and later wellbeing (Lancet, T. 2014; Slade, Johnston, Oakley Browne, 
Andrews, & Whiteford, 2009; Sulkowski, Demaray, & Lazarus, 2012). The 
possibility that the provision of online counselling in the school setting may 
encourage students to seek help motivated this research. 
The research described in this thesis began with an investigation of the 
current situation of adolescent mental health and the help-seeking behaviours of 
young people. The possibility of promoting help-seeking behaviours by providing 
synchronous text-based online counselling in schools was proposed based on young 
people’s dependence on technology for communication coupled with the 
development and increasing use of online counselling in the community. A review of 
the literature led to the proposition that online counselling could be advantageous to 
students if it was introduced in schools. A discussion of the research focused on the 
experience of some community-based and university-based examples of online 
counselling and highlighted the potential of having an online service for secondary 
school students. The first published paper of the thesis which presented an argument 
for promoting online counselling in schools also included reference to how it was 
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implemented in one secondary school by the author. This example of online 
counselling in school demonstrated many of the benefits of online counselling 
identified in the reviewed literature.  Based on the known research about the 
effectiveness of online counselling, a qualitative study was instigated and through the 
use of focus groups data relating to the perceptions and attitudes of school 
counsellors and secondary school students were collated. This qualitative data were 
used to develop surveys for administration to larger samples of school counsellors 
and students. The findings of both groups of stakeholders were analysed and the 
findings were discussed in the separate papers which constitute the two previous 
chapters of this thesis. 
Overall the results suggest that online counselling, while gaining acceptance 
in the wider community and becoming established in the field of psychotherapy 
would require preparatory work before it becomes an integrated form of school-
based counselling. The first paper of this thesis proposed that there is evidence which 
supports the effectiveness of online counselling.  The second paper which outlined 
the results of an initial exploratory study of perceptions and attitudes, found school 
counsellors and students were interested in the concept with some reservation. The 
third paper which addressed the reasons for the reluctance of school counsellors to 
offer online counselling found that school counsellors expressed a preparedness to be 
trained in online counselling processes. They would implement an online service if 
they were convinced that students would accept it. School counsellors had 
reservations about how students would make use of the online counselling process, 
and the issue of honesty in their online behavior was cited as a possible impediment 
to its success. The fourth paper investigated the intention of students to use online 
counselling. It was found that no significant gender difference existed in those 
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students who indicated an intention to use online counselling if it was offered by the 
school counsellor. An important finding was that students with scores in the 
moderate and higher range on the DASS 21, which indicates an elevated level of 
psychological distress, were significantly more likely to select the ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’ 
option when asked if they would use online counselling as their preference. This 
research generally confirmed that for some students online counselling may be an 
effective pathway to seeking professional help. These findings are now discussed in 
more detail. 
8.1 School counsellors 
It was found that school counsellors were hesitant to implement online 
counselling as part of their service delivery model due to two sets of factors. The first 
set of factors involved their perceptions that the technology would hinder the 
counselling relationship and thereby impact on the efficacy of the counselling 
interaction.  The second set of factors concerned the belief that they were technically 
inept at conducting online counselling.  
8.1.1 Technology Dehumanizes the Relationship 
Chapter Six (paper 3) which focused on the preparedness of school 
counsellors to introduce online counselling, concluded that school counsellors were 
reluctant to use technology to counsel students.  This is similar to earlier research of 
Othman conducted in 2000. It is surprising that after a decade the result was the 
same, namely that school counsellors were still reluctant to implement online 
counselling. They perceived technology as somehow dehumanising the counselling 
interaction similar to Myrich and Sabella (1995) who found that counsellors describe 
themselves as ‘people-people’.  Counsellors did not regard an online interaction as 
genuine as one established face-to-face.  The comment made in one of the focus 
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groups that ‘the principal would want you to deal with a real person instead of 
someone online’ is indicative of this dehumanisation concept. The basis for this 
assumption may be related to the counsellors’ usual means of interrelating.  Most of 
the participants were from a generation where computers and technology were late 
arrivals into their everyday world.  This may cause them to see their personal 
computer as hardware technology rather than a vehicle for computer mediated 
communication.  The mindset of older counsellors may be the reason for their 
reluctance to embrace a process that uses hardware for the more ‘gentler’ occupation 
of counselling. 
8.1.2 Lack of Traditional Counselling Cues 
 Many of the concerns expressed by the counsellors in the focus groups 
related to the counselling micro-skills. It was assumed that it was difficult to conduct 
online counselling due to the lack of visual cues and the comment was often made 
that the absence of visual cues would negatively hinder the counselling interaction. 
This is surprising considering that early practice of psychotherapy often had the 
therapist sitting behind the client reclined on a couch so to prevent visual cues being 
conveyed and thereby interfering with the analysis (Ptasznik, A, 2013).  This focus 
on the need for visual prompts to aid the development of the therapeutic relationship 
negated any discussion in the focus groups of the positive benefits of not having 
visual contact. Previous research has focused on the impact of non-verbals in online 
interactions, and the textual strategies that can be used to counter this absence of 
visual cues (Haberstroh, Parr, Bradley, Morgan-Fleming, & Gee, 2008). Discussion 
of positive effects of the ‘disinhibition effect’ that is engendered by the absence of 
visual interaction was not evident in the counsellors’ comments. Their highlighting 
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of the need for visual cues would indicate a lack of appreciation of existing research 
of online counselling and its benefits to users. 
8.1.3 Changes in the Power Balance 
 It was found that the school counsellors were still mistrustful of technology, 
as they were in 2002 (Wright) and this possibly was due to the loss of power that a 
counsellor may experience in the online environment.  The online relationship has a 
different power balance from that of the traditional face-to-face interaction.  This 
attention to the nature of the online relationship has been the subject of previous 
research into the therapeutic alliance between the counsellor and the client (Hanley, 
2012).  Though it has been found that the online relationship can be as effective as 
that which can be established in a physical encounter, the school counsellors 
expressed concern about the possibility of losing some level of control in the online 
relationship.  Though this lack of confidence to manage the online interaction may be 
due to their lack of confidence in using the technology involved, it is possible that it 
may also result from the belief that they possess less power to control the encounter. 
Young people by the nature of their digital environment are generally more familiar 
with the technology than older adults.  This competency generally gives the student 
client a level of technological knowledge together with a degree of online power that 
some counsellors may lack. The fact that the young person has as much power to 
control the flow of interactions and ultimately has the power to terminate the 
counselling session with one click, may be related to the disruption of the usual 
adult-student hierarchy normally present in a school environment.  
The fact that the counsellor, like the student, is only using text over the 
internet and the meeting is not taking place in the counsellor’s office which denotes a 
level of status within the educational system, makes the relationship more equal. 
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Suler (2004) refers to this phenomenon as ‘neutralizing of status” (p. 31). Associated 
with this greater equality in an online interaction was the fear of losing control over 
the boundaries of confidentiality and the possible misuse or misinterpretation of the 
text by the student client.  
The scenario where a student uses online counselling to seek assistance for an 
issue pertaining to their own circumstances and then subsequently distributes the 
transcript to others was cited by counsellors as an example of students being 
dishonest in its use. This example further emphasized the perceived lack of control 
that the counsellor thought they had over the interaction.  The counsellors’ focused 
attention on risk-management appeared to not take into consideration the context of 
the process.  For example, it is interesting that counsellors did not compare the cited 
scenario to the situation where a young person mis-quotes the counsellor in the 
traditional face-to-face setting and reports this to others.  The fear of their words 
being recorded and possibly being transmitted beyond those for whom it was 
intended indicated their lack of trust in the process. As a result, the threat of litigation 
was a concern for the counsellors. 
Similarly counsellors were concerned that they would need to be accountable 
and both groups raised the concern that they might be unable to assist a student in 
crisis or in danger and resultantly they could be held responsible for outcomes. It 
could be said that counsellors distrusted the process and even feared it.  However, 
counsellors indicated that if they could be trained to deal with the ethical and legal 
implications, they would be more prepared to initiate online counselling.  
8.1.4 Perceived Lack of Honesty 
  Though the issue of honesty is not reported as an apparent barrier for online 
counsellors working in other settings, school counsellors were concerned that 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   177 
 
students would not be honest in their online interactions. This was related to their 
perceived inability to establish the sincerity of students’ statements presented as text. 
Counsellors indicated a concern that students might take advantage of them by 
inventing fictitious situations and in fact be untruthful in their interaction.  However, 
it is interesting to note that this presumption implies an assumption that face-to-face 
interactions are always honest and truthful.  Also the strategy of testing the 
counsellor as a prelude to the disclosure of sensitive content was not considered by 
the counsellors. Possibly the use of ‘test’ issues may be a strategy common to the 
rapport building process in the online environment. Though Caspi and Gorsky (2006) 
found that Israeli young people tend to use deception online more than older people, 
they proposed that it may be due to the person wanting to preserve privacy. In spite 
of the fact that 73% of those surveyed in that particular study, only 29% had actually 
engaged in deception about their age, sex, residency, marital status and occupation, 
and less than 10% were deceptive about other issues.  It could be assumed that even 
though there is a perception that people deceive online, in fact, there is no evidence 
that they would be deceptive about their problems when they enter online 
counselling. However, as this research was not specifically with those in therapy and 
as this does not seem to be an issue raised in other online counselling research, it 
may indicate more about the nature of educational settings where there may be a 
tendency for school staff to generally question what young people say.  The role of 
trust in the teacher-student relationship may also be related to the school counsellor-
student client relationship where many counsellors have been teachers and are 
affected by the school ethos of adult-student relationships. It was interesting that 
female counsellors were less likely to believe students to be dishonest; however, 
many counsellors were concerned that students would use the counselling data 
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inappropriately. The concept of testing a therapist in the online environment as a 
rapport building strategy, as well as the issue of honesty generally is one that requires 
further investigation.   
  The combination of these factors resulted in the general assumption by 
school counsellors that online counselling would not be as effective as traditional 
face-to-face.  This would suggest that school counsellors are generally not aware of 
the research into the effectiveness of online counselling.  For example, an 
understanding of the ‘disinhibition effect’ as defined by Suler (2005) would assist 
counsellors to appreciate the potential benefits for those reluctant to express 
themselves openly in the traditional counselling setting.  An appreciation of the 
positive and negative effects of disinhibition such as a sense of anonymity, 
invisibility, solipsistic introjection and an understanding of the ‘zone of reflection’ 
are all aspects that need to be understood prior to launching into counselling in 
cyberspace (Suler, 2004). Counsellors need to know how to utilize the psychology of 
text relationships and highlights the need to educate counsellors in the benefits of 
online counselling and train them in specific online techniques and behaviours to 
enable them to have confidence to counsel online.  
8.1.5 Lack of Technical Skills 
The second main group of reasons that the counsellors espoused for not using 
technology to counsel was that they did not know how to do it.  Counsellors 
indicated a level of intimidation when it came to using the technology to conduct 
online counselling.  From typing skills to understanding the software contributed to a 
general lack of competency in the use of computer mediated communication.  This in 
turn was possibly the fundamental reason many counsellors were hesitant to embark 
on counselling through technology.  Their varying standards of competency in using 
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the technology were the determinants of their level of confidence in providing online 
counselling. This was confirmed in the findings that showed that most counsellors 
who were prepared to use online counselling indicated a need for further training in 
how to implement and conduct such a service.  
8.1.6 Lack of Confidence 
The expressed concern that online counselling needed to be effective before 
counsellors were prepared to use it, may have been an overt reason covering the 
covert concern that they possibly lacked the confidence to use the technology 
required for conducting online counselling. The findings showed that while 
counsellors do use technology for emails and for accessing resources, there was a 
lack of understanding and little use of the interactive online tools such as 
synchronous chat.  One reason could have been that there is a predominance of older 
age groups in the profession (81% of counsellors in this research were over 40 years 
of age). Further investigation of younger counsellors who are possibly more adept in 
the use of social media will need to be conducted in the future to confirm this 
assumption. Once again in relation to this aspect of skill development, there appears 
to be some level of preparedness to adopt online counselling if training was made 
available.  This reinforces the call by Hanley (2006; 2012) that there is a need for 
training of counsellors in the use of this medium. It would be of some interest to 
investigate the level of training that would be required to provide counsellors with 
sufficient confidence to attempt online counselling. 
The findings of the school counsellors’ survey generally reflected a greater 
acceptance of online counselling than was evident in the focus groups.  Though there 
were survey items designed to collect demographic details such as gender, 
experience and age of the counsellors, apart from the already mentioned gender 
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differences in perception about student honesty online, no significant correlations 
with any of these variables were found. Importantly the factor of whether students 
would accept it was found to be a crucial determinant for them to offer online 
counselling. However, this was not evident in the focus groups.  When the service is 
unavailable, it is not possible to quantitatively measure student acceptance. Students, 
however, can be asked if they would accept it if it was available.  The final phase of 
this research sought clarification of this in the investigation of student intention.  
8.1.7 Differences Between Focus Groups and Survey Results 
It was interesting to observe that though the focus groups of school 
counsellors were initially enthusiastic about the concept of online counselling for 
young people, once a negative point was raised, others proceeded to build a case 
against the initiative and a form of contagion of ideas seemed to overwhelm the 
group.  This may have been a case of ‘group think’ which sometimes occurs in group 
dynamics (Doyle, 2011). For this reason, it was important for this research to include 
an assessment of a larger sample of counsellors.  The survey was designed for this 
purpose. As surveys are completed by individuals independently of others, the 
general negativity of the focus groups could be tested.   
In summary, it was found that school counsellors were hesitant to implement 
online counselling as part of their service delivery model before evidence confirmed 
that it would be accepted by students and that it would be effective. Their own low 
level of competency in using the technology and understanding the implications for 
their own professional safety was also a barrier.  However, there were a significant 
number of counsellors who were prepared to introduce online counselling if they had 
appropriate training and support to address these identified concerns.  
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8.2 Students 
  
 The research found that over 80% of students were prepared to consider using 
online counselling with the school counsellor. There was no significant gender 
difference among those who indicated an intention to use online services.  Those 
students in the first and final year level of secondary school had a greater intention to 
use online services and a students’ level of psychological distress impacted on 
whether they would use or not use online counselling.  Students believed that online 
counselling may be useful for discussing particular topics especially sensitive ones 
concerning sexuality and relationships. These findings are now discussed in more 
detail. 
8.2.1 Gender Difference 
There was no gender difference in the intention to use online counselling for 
secondary students.  Unlike the gender difference historically found in help-seeking 
behaviours (Judd, Komiti, & Jackson, 2008; Sheffield, Fiorenza, & Sofronoff, 2004)  
this was not apparent  in the  intention to use online counselling. This is interesting as 
the earlier trial conducted by the author prior to this research resulted in mainly boys 
using the service and was one reason for embarking on the current research 
(Glasheen & Campbell, 2008). The fact that boys were keen to access this online 
service in the pilot study was indicative of research that boys tend to use technology 
to seek help (Oh, Jorm, & Wright, 2009). This research which found a readiness of 
males to seek help online for health information and the preparedness of adult males 
to seek online counselling support is confirmed by this finding highlights the 
possibility of nurturing help-seeking behaviours in males through the use of 
computer technology.   
 
182                                                                                           ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS  
 
8.2.2 Difference of Intention Related to Year Level  
There was an age difference (shown by year levels) associated with the 
intention to use online counselling in schools by the students.  It was found that 
younger students in their initial year at secondary school and also those older 
students in their final year were the ones most likely to access online counselling. 
The finding that those students in year 8 and year 12 had a greater intention to use an 
online counselling service was unexpected and possible reasons may differ between 
the groups. One possible explanation may be that those new to the school, may lack 
the confidence to physically seek out the school counsellor in their new school 
setting and are possibly at the stage of developing their online skills in the area of 
social networking. Possibly younger students perceive that it is safer to seek help 
online.  This age group though excited about the prospect of starting at high school, 
place bullying as the issue that most concerns them about entering high school 
(Zeedyk, Gallacher, Henderson, Hope, Husband, & Lindsay, 2003). Therefore, more 
anonymity using their developing technical skills may be a reason for their greater 
intention to use online counselling than other groups.   Alternatively, senior students 
in their final year of school may be seeking assistance as they prepare to move into 
the world of work. Combined with this may be their preference to not bring attention 
to the fact that they need assistance by making obvious appointments to see the 
school counsellor.  
8.2.3 Psychological Distress 
The second set of factors which impacted on the intention of students to use 
online counselling were the psychological characteristics of the students.  By 
assessing the level of psychological distress, the study was able to examine the 
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existence of correlations between anxiety, depression and stress levels with the 
intention to seek online help.   
8.2.3.1 Mental Health 
As poor adolescent mental health is often untreated a key aspect of this 
research was to establish if online counselling would be used by those students who 
experience psychological distress.  This research confirmed that young people who 
experience moderate and high levels of depression and stress prefer to use online 
counselling.  This finding is contrary to earlier research that found that the reported 
help-seeking intentions of young people (aged 12-14years) were four times less 
likely to seek traditional forms of help (such as face-to-face counselling) than those 
with lower levels of depressive symptoms (Sawyer, Borojevic, Ettridge, Spence, 
Sheffield, & Lynch, 2012). If these findings can be confirmed in further clinical 
trials, and the evidence continues to support the value of online counselling for 
distressed young people, a powerful argument will exist for school counsellors to 
provide online counselling in their schools. The conclusion that those with high 
levels of psychological distress intend to seek online counselling also complements 
earlier research that shows that individuals who experience social anxiety and lack 
self-confidence do seek help online (Moulding, 2007).  
8.2.4 Confidentiality 
Reid (1996) found that adolescents highly value confidentiality when 
interacting with those in support roles in schools.  This was confirmed by the 
qualitative data collated from the student focus groups. This is especially important 
for the role of the school counsellor where even a perceived breach of confidentiality 
is enough to sever any counselling relationship. Therefore any perceived lack of 
confidentiality in an online interaction was regarded as a vital and determining factor 
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as to whether a young person would or would not seek online counselling.   Students 
indicated that they would need to know how the transcripts of the online counselling 
interaction would be managed.  This is understandable as the issues most likely to be 
discussed in online counselling would be of a highly sensitive nature. 
8.2.5 Issues Discussed Online 
It was found that if young people do seek help online, they are most likely to 
discuss more personal and sensitive concerns such as issues related to sexuality. This 
confirmed earlier findings that young people tend to use online communication for 
issues that are emotionally demanding or of a sensitive nature (Bambling, King, 
Reid, & Wegner, 2008; Beattie, Cunningham, Jones, & Zelenko, 2006). This is most 
likely associated with the disinhibition effect identified by Suler (2005).  The power 
of this effect can free the client to discuss issues that normally they would be reticent 
to discuss with an adult.  The sense of anonymity that online communication tends to 
provide, permits the young person to type the words without having to deal with non-
verbal reactions on the part of the counsellors.  For some their embarrassment may 
be lessened by this apparent ‘one-step-removed’ phenomenon which can be present 
even if the interaction is not anonymous. This can be a liberating and empowering 
process for the client when online. 
8.2.6 Career Development 
However, somewhat surprisingly, in contrast to discussing sensitive issues 
online, students preferred to be physically present with the school counsellor when 
the purpose of the counselling was to discuss their career plans. This is important for 
those working with this population of students. As many secondary school 
counsellors provide career counselling as part of their role, it is worth informing 
school counsellors of young people’s preference for face-to-face career counselling.  
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The reasons why young people prefer to discuss their career goals while physically 
present with the counsellor were not investigated, but possible explanations could be 
related to the fact that career pathways are a logical extension of the secondary 
educational process, and thereby not seen as threatening or embarrassing to discuss.   
8.2.7 Student Attitude to Online Counselling 
Students were generally enthusiastic when the topic of online counselling was 
discussed in the preliminary focus groups prior to the development of the online 
survey.  However, the survey of students found that the intention to use online 
counselling was dependent on a number of factors.  The first set of factors related to 
demographic variables such as student groups and gender. The fact that the male 
participants of the student focus groups were generally enthusiastic about the concept 
was confirmed in the student survey, where there was no significant gender 
difference in the intention to use an online service in schools if it was made 
available. Of course this may have been related to the fact that the male students who 
participated in the preliminary focus groups had an opportunity to be out of class and 
thereby enjoying a change to the school routine. This apparent absence of gender 
difference in the intention to use online counselling needs to be tested further when 
online services become available. 
8.3 Counsellor and Student Perceptions 
The issue of honesty and confidentiality was a factor that both counsellors 
and students regarded as important for any online communication to be successful.   
However, it was interesting that counsellors’ intention to offer online counselling 
was determined by their perception of how young people behave online.  At the same 
time counsellors are concerned that their counselling words will be used 
inappropriately and not treated in the manner that they were intended, students were 
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concerned as to how the transcripts of the counselling session would be used by the 
counsellors, and if confidentiality would be respected. The management of 
counselling transcripts is an issue that requires further investigation and processes 
need to be developed. Guidelines published by counselling and psychological 
professional bodies could be used to develop these protocols and as suggested by one 
student in the initial focus groups, ‘terms and conditions’ need to be put in place. The 
survey of counsellors confirmed that the perception of student online behaviour was 
a crucial variable that determined the uptake of online counselling by counsellors and 
the perceived level of honesty within this behaviour is possibly the key factor. 
8.4 Integrating All of the Findings 
 This research has acknowledged the advantages and disadvantages of online 
counselling.  However, acceptance of this form of computer mediated 
communication in the delivery of counselling services is growing within the 
community even though the debate as to its effectiveness continues with practitioners 
and theorists.  The proposition that the introduction of synchronous text-based online 
counselling by school counsellors would assist young people to find an alternative 
means of seeking help is explored in this research.  School counsellors who, as a 
professional group, have been reluctant to implement online services, are prepared to 
consider its use if they are convinced that it is worthwhile and effective.  They are 
prepared to be trained in the processes, as long as they were sure students would 
accept and make appropriate use of the service. The fact that students of both genders 
intend to use it, indicates that this form of counselling may bridge the gender divide 
traditionally evident in the help-seeking behaviours of young people.  The observed 
fact that those with elevated levels of psychological distress indicated an intention to 
use online counselling, confirms the earlier experience of a pilot study where a 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   187 
 
diverse group of students actually used a school-based online counselling service. 
However, it also confirms the opinion that online counselling is suitable only for 
specific groups of students, and it is also more conducive for the discussion of highly 
sensitive and personal issues.  
8.5 Strengths of Current Research 
8.5.1 Originality 
This thesis develops the understanding of how online counselling is perceived 
by school counsellors and the intent of young people to use an online service if it was 
made available within the school setting.  It is the only known study of its kind in 
Australia.  In this regard it can be considered as original and innovative research. It 
synthesises the perspectives of both the provider and the consumer of the counselling 
process in the one series of studies.  It is most likely one of the few feasibility studies 
conducted where students are asked their opinions about the format to be used and 
input was sought as to how and for what purpose they would use it.  Rarely are 
studies conducted in schools to assess the potential usage of a service. In this regard 
it is ground breaking and provides insights into an area of counselling not previously 
investigated, thereby providing new research capable of extending the field of school 
counselling.  
8.5.2 Awareness-raising 
This study has raised the awareness of participants of the possible benefits of 
online counselling.  In the first instance, the focus groups of school counsellors, 
prompted a discussion of utilising online technology for the benefit of students.  
These group discussions informed counsellors of the possibility of using technology 
within their service delivery and even if they were not supportive of the idea, it 
introduced the concept of using technology with their clients and the potential 
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benefits of using a medium familiar to this age group. The subsequent distribution of 
the online survey through state and national associations brought attention to the 
concept of online counselling, even if counsellors did not participate in the research. 
Those students who participated in the focus groups became familiar with the 
availability of alternative counselling services through their discussion.  By seeking 
their opinions, these young people gained information about ways they could seek 
help or assist their peers to do so.   The online survey of secondary students was a 
means of informing them of the possible means of seeking help not only through a 
possible online counselling service within their school, but it highlighted the 
assistance already available to them in their schools and the wider community.  This 
awareness raising of student support was regarded as potentially valuable and a 
consequential benefit to young people involved in the study. 
8.5.3 School Counsellor Perspective 
 This study is original as it seeks to appreciate the perspective of practising 
school counsellors towards communicating and counselling students through 
technology. Through both qualitative and quantitative methods, this research has 
uncovered some of the reasons for the current resistance of school counsellors to 
offering online counselling.  The findings have revealed a mistrust of the online 
process and the associated fear of litigation and possible transgressions by some 
students is coupled with their lack of confidence in using the technology.  Though 
they are prepared to ‘test the waters’ of online communication with their student 
clients, they indicate a need to be assured that students would accept it as a valid 
source of help and that it would be used  in an ethical manner. 
8.5.4 Provision of Pathway to Care for Students 
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This research provides evidence that online counselling has the potential to 
engage more distressed students in help-seeking behaviours. Not only does it suggest 
that males who are traditionally more reluctant to seek help are just as likely as 
females to use online counselling, but those students who are experiencing elevated 
levels of psychological distress indicate a preference for the online medium.  This 
finding provides some optimism for those care providers who seek ways of engaging 
‘at risk’ young people who historically do not seek professional help.  
8.6 Limitations of Current Research 
As mentioned before, there is a need to further investigate the extent to which 
an intention to use online counselling will result in actual use of the service as there 
is often a disconnect between intention to act and the carrying out of the action.  This 
research parallels the intention of school counsellors to provide counselling online 
with the intention of students to access it and use online counselling within the 
school setting. The research did not investigate the mechanisms of intention and how 
these may have interacted.  
Overall, the findings of this research are not conclusive and do not identify all 
the factors which could contribute to a young person’s intention to use online 
technology for counselling support. One of these possible other factors could be that 
young people who use social media regard it as primarily a social tool, and not one to 
use for their personal problems.  However the use of community based online youth 
services would not support this assumption. The fact that the service is in school may 
be a barrier to its use.  Often schools prohibit the access to social media sites such as 
Facebook and are perceived as a negative influence by many in education. To 
therefore promote online communication in school could be considered a 
contradiction. 
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This research is limited by the apparent fact that online counselling is not 
regarded as of high importance for most school counsellors.  The workload of 
counsellors has been indicated by many as the reason they are not even prepared to 
investigate the implementation of online counselling into their practice.  This may 
have been the reason the number of participants was limited to 215 counsellors.  This 
was in spite of disseminating the survey through national and state professional 
associations. Counsellors may not have valued the topic sufficiently to become 
involved. More attention needed to be given to how participation in the survey would 
benefit the counsellors in their current work. As a result, the study did not include 
participants who were not attracted to a topic that seemed unrelated to their everyday 
work. 
The fact that the number of younger counsellors who participated in the 
survey was small may be due to the general ageing of this professional group and as 
such, if age is relevant to the uptake of technology, this may explain findings that 
show that counsellors are not over enthusiastic to take up this initiative.  Their 
general mistrust of technology may be an age related characteristic. 
The surveys were online and as such may bias the results to those sufficiently 
familiar with this form of online survey.  Alternatively counsellors, who feel strongly 
against such innovations, may have decided to ‘voice’ their opposition by completing 
the survey. Alternatively, there could have been a ‘pen and paper’ version made 
available to those not comfortable with the online mode.   
The low participation rate of students was determined by those students 
prepared to fulfil the ethical requirements of obtaining parental consent to be 
included in the research. The difficulty of having students return signed consent 
forms to school is a major issue when conducting school based research. Though 
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many students were initially positive about participating, this enthusiasm waned 
when it required them to initiate action with their parents. The fact that many 
students dismissed the invitation to participate may have caused the sample to be 
biased to those students who were prepared to make the effort to bring back the 
consent forms.  These students may be those who would normally take the initiative 
to take action, including seeking face-to-face counselling if they needed it.   
The study did not address the implications of cultural differences. Those with 
mental health problems may experience stigmatisation in some cultures and online 
counselling may provide possible avenues for help in these communities. This study 
did not identify the cultural background of students and thereby no cultural analysis 
could be conducted. Likewise, it did not consider the implications of poor literacy 
skills of young people and if these skills would contribute to the level of intention to 
use online technology.  However, as young people tend to use their own text 
language which is not dependent on traditional literary genres, this was not 
considered a major impediment to the study. 
The survey instrument used for students needs further testing for reliability.  
Even though surveys were reviewed by experts, the fact that they were developed 
specifically for this research requires that they undergo more extensive screening for 
reliability.     
Cross sectional studies which are administered in one point in time, means 
that the responses are restricted to the status of the participant’s mental health and 
mood at that particular time. A repeated measure may have been more reliable in 
assessing levels of psychological distress. As the success of any school based 
initiative is dependent on the support of the school’s administration, this study did 
not include the opinions of principals and level of support for the initiative.  
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Knowing that principals were supportive may have provided reassurance to those 
school counsellors who were prepared to trial online counselling in their school. 
8.7 Directions for Future Research 
8.7.1 Effectiveness of Online Counselling in Schools 
It was encouraging that the availability of online counselling within the 
school setting appears to provide potential benefits for some students in secondary 
schools who are not currently obtaining the help they need when experiencing 
difficulties and mental health problems. However, this was not a trial of online 
counselling but was an indication of intention to use online counselling. For this 
reason, it is necessary to investigate the effectiveness of it when it is made available.  
A trial of online counselling is necessary for this to be evaluated. As it was observed 
that students who obtained the moderate to high scores on the DASS 21 on the 
subscale of depression and stress had a stronger indication to use online counselling, 
there is a need to investigate if this phenomenon would be confirmed in a clinical 
sample. The findings which related to psychological distress may also be more 
pronounced for specific groups of students and at particular times during their 
progression through secondary school.  For this purpose, investigation into the 
reasons for differing levels of intention between the entering and exiting cohorts of 
students may assist in understanding the role of transition points in help-seeking 
behaviours.  To evaluate the effectiveness of online counselling in schools, careful 
examination of the nature of online interventions provided by counsellors will be 
necessary.  However, prior to any such trials, there is a need to educate and train 
school counsellors in the use of the technology which is required for the provision of 
online counselling.  Only then can the effectiveness be truly assessed. 
 
ONLINE COUNSELLING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS                                                                                                   193 
 
8.7.2 The Role of Honesty 
Since the issue of honesty in online interactions appears to be a concern for 
counsellors, there is a need to further investigate the role of deception in online 
therapy and if in fact misrepresentation of individuals may be utilised to further 
therapeutic outcomes.  This could be extended to the exploration of how avatars 
could be used by young people to explore their identity. Once again, it is important to 
educate counsellors in how to use online phenomena as positive therapeutic tools.  
8.7.3 Pacing the Technological Developments 
The rapid development and changing face of the technology also poses a 
challenge for online counsellors.  For example, with the development of apps for 
smart phones comes an opportunity to use the technology to further explore the 
possibilities of using these to link clients with therapists.  The dynamic nature of 
technology will require an ongoing effort to monitor through research the potential 
benefits and disadvantages of such developments in the technological age and how 
these innovations can be incorporated into counselling psychology.  All research 
needs to register the effectiveness of developments and report upon them. 
8.7.4 Integrating Online Counselling into a School Setting 
This is especially necessary when looking at school counselling practice 
which takes place in a setting where the latest technology is continuously being 
updated for educational pursuits. There is a need to ensure that school counsellors 
integrate the student’s online reality with the support systems within the school.  As 
the success of innovations within a school are often dependent on the support of 
administration, there is a need for further investigation of principals’ perceptions and 
their concerns need to be addressed if school counselling services are to go online.    
8.7.5 Peer Online Counselling Skills  
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As most young people seek the assistance of their peers when they seek help 
(Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005; Yap, Wright, & Jorm, 2011) there is 
a need to explore the possibility of assisting young people to help their friends online 
to seek professional help when required.  Possibly the training of young people in 
basic online counselling micro-skills may be an extension of students helping 
students which often occurs in peer mentoring and assistance programs that already 
exist in many schools. 
In summary, counsellors are most likely to adopt online counselling if it is 
demonstrated to be effective.  Further research is required to establish if student 
intention to use will translate into use.  It is necessary to conduct trials of online 
counselling within schools to establish what does work, the technology that is most 
effective in producing outcomes, and what online strategies are best suited to 
secondary school students.   
8.8 Impact of Findings on Practice 
Overwhelmingly the findings of this research indicate that before any uptake 
of online counselling is to occur in schools, there is a need to educate and train 
school counsellors in the technology, the skills and the ethical and legal implications 
of using online technology for counselling.  Counsellors reported that they need to 
know what students think about it and if they would use it appropriately.  To enable 
students with limited writing skills, counsellors need instruction on how to read the 
shorthand text language that some students use instead of formal language. Generally 
students were prepared to accept online counselling as a possible means of seeking 
help, and as there was no gender difference, it could be implied that boys who 
traditionally are reticent to seek help when they have problems, may be potential 
users of online counselling.  It appears that those students with extreme levels of 
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psychological distress especially those experiencing stress and depression, may also 
look to using online counselling.  The research confirms the previously stated 
position that online counselling is not for everyone and its use is determined by 
various factors both on the part of the counsellor and the client.  This research has 
gone some way in identifying the factors that do impact on the intention to use online 
counselling, and as a result, best practice in school counselling could be informed by 
this research and where possible, the implementation of online counselling in schools 
may be another tool that young people can use to access the level of professional 
help they require when necessary. 
8.9 Recommendations 
 
The potential benefits that online counselling could deliver in secondary 
schools was confirmed by this research.  Importantly, the research qualified that 
online counselling is not for all students, but as an adjunct to current face-to-face 
services. An important finding was that there was no difference between males and 
females in their intention to use online counselling. It is therefore a viable way of 
assisting males who currently do not demonstrate effective help-seeking behaviours.  
The studies found that counsellors are prepared to use online technology for 
counselling if they are convinced of its effectiveness and understand how to use the 
skills.  As a result, the author of this research recommends three actions to further 
this research. 
8.9.1 Recommendation 1: Provide Professional Development for School 
Counsellors 
Initially school counsellors need to have an understanding of the mental 
health statistics related to young people. They need to know that only one in four 
adolescents with mental health problems seek appropriate help. They also need to 
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know the mechanics of adolescent help-seeking such as the ‘negation effect’ which is 
when the tendency to seek help becomes less as psychological stress increases. Based 
on this knowledge they require an opportunity to appreciate the potential benefits as 
well as the disadvantages of online counselling. Counsellors need to know that online 
counselling may be equally attractive to males as well as to females, and this may 
compensate for the lack of support that young males often require but do not seek 
when they experience problems.  Counsellors need to know that depressed and 
stressed students who are often reluctant to seek face-to-face assistance may be 
inclined to access online counselling where the ‘disinhibition effect’ allows the 
individual to speak freely about sensitive issues. Alternatively they also need to 
know that many young people prefer to discuss some topics such as their career goals 
in a face-to-face situation. 
This awareness raising will require in-service of current practitioners, 
however, where possible pre-service courses for school counsellors also need to 
address the potential use of online counselling for specific groups of students and for 
particular types of issues, and how this can increase help-seeking behaviours.  
Secondly, skill development training is required for counsellors if they are to 
understand the technological and psychological requirements of using online 
technology for the provision of counselling services. This recommendation for 
school counsellors parallels the requirement for all online counsellors to have 
appropriate training.  
8.9.2 Recommendation 2: Conduct Trials of Online Counselling  
 As indicated in areas for further research, there is a need to conduct a number 
of trials of online counselling within school settings.  This may require the trial of a 
variety of technology platforms to assess the most ‘user friendly’ for both students 
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and counsellors. Trials need to be conducted with a diversity of student groups.  
These groups could include, gender specific, students with various disabilities, 
students studying through schools of distance education services, different age and 
year levels, and with groups of student from diverse ethnic backgrounds.  
Comparative studies of these trails could then be conducted. 
8.9.3 Recommendation 3: Establish Best Practice 
 A model based on the findings of further research needs to be developed for 
the best practice of online counselling within schools. This would require the 
development of policies specific to the educational systems in which school 
counsellors operate.  The Code of Ethics of various professional counselling bodies, 
need to be consulted in this development of appropriate guidelines of school-based 
online counselling practice.  
8.10 Conclusion 
This thesis examined the feasibility of implementing online counselling 
within the secondary school setting.  The advantages and disadvantages of providing 
counselling online were explored from the perspective of the two major stakeholders 
in the process, namely the school counsellors and the secondary school students.  The 
counsellors are prepared to implement online counselling if there is an acceptance by 
students and if some of their concerns can be addressed through appropriate 
education and training.  Some students with specific needs and characteristics 
indicated an intention to use online counselling, and most importantly, there was no 
gender difference in this intention to use.  A powerful argument for considering the 
implementation of online counselling in schools was the finding that students who 
experienced high levels of psychological distress and stress preferred to access online 
counselling more than face-to-face counselling. This study has provided some 
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direction for future research in the area of promoting help-seeking behaviours of 
young people who experience various forms of stress and mental health conditions as 
they progress through their secondary schooling. It challenges school counsellors to 
consider the use of online counselling as a means of engaging male students more 
effectively in school support services, and it proposes an avenue to professional help 
for those students who are not receiving the psychological support required to 
optimise their educational outcomes and personal wellbeing. This research fits well 
with the developing appreciation of the importance of technology in the lives of 
young people and the positive applications for which it can be used. With further 
exploration of the issues involved, there is some optimism for developing innovative 
ways of using technology to foster more effective help-seeking behaviours in the 
current generation of students in our schools.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A. Peer reviewed conference paper 
 
Pilot study in one secondary school: School counselling launches into cyberspace: 
An action research study of a school based online counselling service. 
 
 
Relevance to the thesis 
 This paper consists of a published conference paper presented during 
candidature that describes a school-based pilot offering online counselling to 
students by the school counsellor. This pilot study is used as an example of how 
online counselling could be offered in a school.  It outlines the processes that were 
required for the implementation of online counselling in the school and suggests one 
possible format for a synchronous text-based ‘chat room’. It reports on the 
experience of using online counselling in a school situation, and identifies the 
successes of this initiative. However, this cited case study is limited to one school 
setting and one counsellor. It does not provide a comprehensive appreciation of the 
factors that facilitate or inhibit the introduction of online counselling into secondary 
schools generally, nor does it consider the particular factors that may inhibit other 
school counsellors from implementing online counselling in diverse school settings.  
It provides a background experience that is used as a model of online counselling 
that could be adopted in schools and provides a reference point for the subsequent 
discussions of what constitutes online counselling in a school situation.  
Citation  
 
Glasheen, K. J., & Campbell, M. A. (2008, December) School counselling launches 
 into cyberspace: An action research study of a school based online 
counselling service. In Australian Association for Research in Education 
(AARE), Brisbane.  
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Why this conference was chosen 
 
This conference was chosen as an appropriate platform for the presentation of this 
conference paper. The theme of the conference was Changing Climates: Education 
for Sustainable Futures.  As the paper describes the innovation of online counselling 
in a secondary education setting, it was assessed by the reviewers to contribute to the 
future focused theme.  
 
Contribution of authors  
 Kevin Glasheen was the first author of this journal article and was 
responsible for 70%.  The literature review contained in the manuscript was 
compiled with the assistance of Associate Professor Marilyn Campbell who 
contributed ideas and assistance in preparing this paper for submission to the 
conference. The paper was blind peer-reviewed.   
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School counselling launches into cyberspace: An action research study of a 
school based online counselling service. 
 
Abstract 
Adolescent mental health in Australia is currently a major social issue. The 
occurrence of such disorders as depression and anxiety in the secondary school aged 
population has consequences both for learning capacity and emotional well-being. 
However, young people who experience mental health difficulties are reluctant to 
seek help through face-to-face counselling. This is particularly so for boys more than 
girls. Young Australian males have been shown to have poorer educational 
outcomes, more incarceration, illness and completed suicides compared with young 
females. This is happening at a time when technology is an integral part of young 
people’s social interaction. Young people use technology as an adjunct to face to 
face communication with their peers. They also seek health information and help 
through technology such as the internet. Sometimes they seek help only by 
technology. The potential for relative anonymity, which technology can provide, 
makes this medium a powerful resource for adolescents unwilling and hesitant to 
seek ‘face to face’ assistance. These facts challenge school professionals who work 
with this generation to use technology to assist students who need counselling help. 
This paper reports on an action research study in one secondary school where 
synchronous online counselling services were made available to the students. It 
outlines the process that was followed to implement this service. As the action of 
using online counselling progressed, the researcher gained insights, knowledge and 
skills which in turn informed subsequent developments for the innovation. Though 
the needs of the students who accessed the service were varied, the majority of 
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clients considered their experience of online counselling as a positive interaction. 
Initial results suggest potential benefits, especially for boys, in incorporating online 
technologies into the current support methods already in place in schools.  
 
Keywords: Educational counselling; young people; Internet  
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This paper reports on a pilot initiative of providing online counselling in a 
school context to secondary school students. Although a community service 
organisation (Kids Help Line) has shown that young people access online 
counselling for mental health concerns, this is the first pilot in Australia to provide 
this service in the school context.  
The increasing prevalence of mental health difficulties among young people 
is of great concern in our society (Sawyer et al., 2001). As many as one in five 
Australian children aged from 4 to 17-years-old have significant mental health 
concerns (Zubrick, Silburn, Burton, Blair, & Zubrick, 2000). It is calculated that by 
the age of eighteen 1 in 4 teenagers will have at least one major episode of 
depression (Kessler, Avenevoli, & Merikangas, 2001). The incidence of depression 
and anxiety amongst adolescents has profound consequences for their school 
performance, self esteem and relationships. This is even more pronounced for 
adolescent males. Young Australian men have been shown to have poorer 
educational outcomes, more incarceration, illness and completed suicides than young 
women (Sawyer et al., 2001; Kids Help Line, 2003). 
Although there is acknowledgement that young people are at risk of 
developing mental health problems, it is concerning that many who do have such 
difficulties are reluctant to seek professional help. Just as there are gender differences 
in the incidence of mental health problems, so too there exists a gender imbalance in 
help-seeking behaviours. It has been established that boys are socialised to seek less 
help than girls (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005). A survey of young 
male callers by Kids Help Line (2002) found that although nearly half (49%) wanted 
to discuss their emotional experiences, more often they were concerned that people 
would react negatively and they would be judged as crazy or uncool. Additionally, 
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they were afraid of being seen as weak and therefore concerned about being teased 
(Glasheen, 1998). These realities highlight the need for schools to instigate strategies 
and preventative processes that assist young people at this crucial time in their  
development (Birleson, Sawyer, & Storm, 2000). 
 
Online technology as a pathway to care for adolescents  
The internet and communication technologies play an ever increasing role in 
the social lives of young people in western societies. Young people treat the mobile 
phone as an essential necessity of life and often prefer to use synchronous chat such 
as MSN to communicate with their friends (Campbell, 2005). The benefits of 
technology for young people in particular have been identified as a way of 
overcoming their ‘shyness’ and ‘paranoia’ of meeting a therapist (Moulding, 2007; 
Nicholas, 2004). Online counselling refers to the use of computer mediated 
communication in the counselling process. Often the use of online technology in 
therapy is referred to as e-therapy. Counsellors can use email as a supplementary 
process to conventional face to face counselling. This is referred to as asynchronous 
due to the time delay required to transfer messages. The use of synchronous chat 
room facilities allows for immediate and real time interaction. Video conferencing is 
used by some practitioners, but the majority of services depend on email, online chat 
or a combination of both. As such, online counselling is a reality which has prompted 
professional debate and even development of texts for practitioners (Kraus, 2004; 
Mallen, Vogel, Rochlen, & Day, 2005). This is evident in Australia where there has 
been a rapid increase of online counselling services in the community for adults over 
the past ten years (Gedge, 2002).Though there is a lack of research into its 
effectiveness, adult clients have accepted and adopted this mode of psychological 
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support. These services are limited to ‘fee for service’ private practices targeted at 
adult clients, or are community based health and drug related agencies. The 
community based youth service, Kids Help Line, introduced email and web 
counselling to complement the telephone help line in 1999 and 2000 (Kids Help 
Line, 2003). Since then a number of ‘youth friendly’ websites have been developed 
such as Reachout (http://reachout.com.au) and itsallright.org 
(http://www.itsallright.org) which offer email support but as far as can be 
established, no sites offer synchronous online counselling for young people.  
 School counsellors have a significant role to play in assisting students who 
seek help (Rickwood, 1995). Sawyer (Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007) 
identified the fact that though a young person’s local doctor is the first professional 
that adolescents may access, the second most utilised professional resource are 
school-based counselling services. Moulding (2007) discusses the benefits of 
synchronous online counselling in the school environment as has been implemented 
in schools in Singapore. Schools contract the external online counselling service 
(www.metoyou.org.sg) to provide counselling for students in individual schools. A 
web search of similar services within Australian secondary schools reveals an 
apparent absence of synchronous online counselling for students.  
Although online counselling offers an effective means of providing services 
to geographically remote clients (Strid, 2001), it is the immediacy of online 
counselling within the school setting, where the counsellor knows the local resources 
and the school dynamics, which makes it a powerful resource for students. The 
provision of online counselling within the school setting allows for the young person 
to stay relatively one-step-removed from the counsellor, but the fact that the students 
occasionally see and at least know the school counsellor by sight, means that the 
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school counsellor is not a complete stranger to them. Additionally, there is more 
privacy for the student and since no one is aware of the student accessing the school 
counsellor, it removes the risk of stigmatism. Online interactions by their nature are 
often more balanced in the power relationship. Furthermore, both parties are able to 
make a record of the transaction and the student has more time to reflect on the 
comments and can re-read the counsellors comments before responding to prompts 
and questions. The coupling of young peoples’ preference for this form of 
communication and the possibility of offering counselling support online poses 
potential benefits for adolescent mental health. The challenge for professional school 
counsellors is how to utilise this exciting and dynamic resource.  
This pilot study examines the implementation of online counselling services 
for students in one Queensland school. The initiative utilised the preference of young 
people to use technology to seek help and offers an alternative ‘pathway to care’ 
designed to assist young people who are ‘at risk’ of developing mental illness. This 
initiative was implemented to provide a more ‘user friendly’ guidance and 
counselling service in the secondary school. 
 
Methodology  
  An action research framework was adopted as the methodological paradigm 
because it encourages participation and focuses on problem solving (Waterman, 
2001). Action research is cyclical, where a problem is identified, then reflected upon, 
planned which leads to action and evaluation and the process continues. Within this 
methodology the researcher and study participants are actively involved in all stages. 
This methodology was chosen as it values the experience of the practitioner as 
researcher which is conducive to successful research in counselling psychology 
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(Mallen & Vogel, 2005). The study therefore fulfils the four defining characteristics 
of action research as described by Denscombe (2003): practicality, change, cyclical 
and practitioner participation as researcher.  
As action research is clearly not a linear research methodology, there is 
controversy surrounding the writing and reporting of such research in the 
conventional standard of participants, measures, procedure and results (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2000). Many action researchers prefer to report on their work by a 
compelling narrative rather than in a scientific paradigm (Davis, 2007). The 
following is the narrative of this research.  
As secondary school counsellors for many years we were aware of a problem 
in most of the schools in which we had worked. While our days were completely 
booked out counselling students, there were many students in the school who we 
knew had mental health problems who were not coming to see us. Boys in particular 
would only self-refer to the counsellors for a career session and then perhaps confide 
in what was really troubling them. This was the impetus which started us thinking 
about how we could provide a better service which young people would engage in.  
The pilot study therefore consisted of three cycles or phases.  
• Phase A was the planning and awareness-raising stage which included a 
focus group of students and many informal discussions with ICT experts, teachers, 
and administration.  
• Phase B was the investigation and development of website facilities and 
adaptation of existing software.  
• Phase C consisted of implementing the service and the observation of use 
patterns and outcomes of this service.  
Phase A Awareness-raising  
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An idea often needs to be shared with others before it can be realised. The 
concept of using a chat room to provide counselling services within a school was 
foreign to most practitioners in education. Chat rooms were often perceived 
negatively, and it took a number of discussions at the school level before the idea of 
providing a synchronous chat room for counselling was seriously entertained. The 
logic of conducting a counselling appointment ‘online’ was overshadowed by many 
fears, misunderstandings and potential technological difficulties. As is often the case, 
it is common to encounter resistance to new ideas and change in organisations. For 
the idea to gain momentum, it was important to ‘recruit allies to the cause’. These 
‘allies’ were often found outside the usual academic teaching staff. The young male 
Information Technology technicians were key players in the process, and without 
their support, the concept may not have materialised. The importance of these 
‘outside allies’ cannot be under estimated in sustaining the project. Informal 
discussions with these key people were started and repeated until a sense of 
credibility was established.  
Focus Group  
Prior to initiating this form of service delivery, a focus group of five year nine 
male students was conducted to gauge possible strategies that the school counsellors 
could employ that would be attractive and accessible to adolescents in general and in 
particular for males. A number of questions were used to stimulate discussion within 
the group. Questions were designed to establish students level of exposure to online 
text communication such as “Do you use online chat?” and “Do you use SMS on 
mobile phones?” In order to ascertain their confidence in using online technology, 
they were asked “How could we use this to help guys get support?” and “What fears 
would you have about using online services?” In an attempt to draw out their ideas 
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on how to make the service ‘user friendly’, they were asked “What sort of things 
would attract you to use it?” and “How do you think it could work?” or “What would 
you use?” and “What would need to happen for you to use online counselling?”  
Three themes were identified from the focus group. The first theme was 
‘attractiveness’. The boys in the focus group believed the website had to be user 
friendly for adolescents and the chat room had to be inviting. Suggestions included 
facilities for drawing, music and game playing. One suggestion to include stick 
drawings with speech bubbles appeared to the researchers as unrealistic, but in fact 
as the project progressed, this ‘unrealistic’ concept became the centrepiece of the 
project. A second theme was ‘privacy’. Most participants in the group were familiar 
with web based messenger tools such as provided by Yahoo or MSN. The logical 
suggestion was to implement MSN through the school website. However, as 
mentioned earlier, this service is blocked by systemic firewalls. The idea of ‘private 
chat’ with secure logon and password was seen as necessary to avoid ‘abuse ‘of the 
system. Related to privacy was the third theme of ‘relative anonymity’. Many of the 
boys liked the idea of being able to talk to someone without having to reveal their 
entity. However the issue of talking to someone who they didn’t know was a barrier 
for some boys. These boys expressed a desire to know who it was that they were 
talking to. The focus group findings generally indicated the positive acceptance of 
using technology to provide counselling and support to students at school.  
Phase B: Technological challenges  
The focus group was a pivotal initiative in determining the next phase of the 
pilot. The ideas expressed by the members of the focus group triggered a new cycle 
of investigation. Making the ideas a reality though required considerable 
manipulation of existing technology.  
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Although the researchers could envisage the nature of the online service, they 
lacked the technological expertise required to realise the concept without support 
from the information technology technicians within the school. The information 
technology required was also compounded by systemic constraints and the lack of 
appreciation of the concept by line managers. As with most innovations, the inertia 
of the status quo needed to be overcome. As mentioned, many of the suggestions of 
the focus group initially seemed unrealistic but as the initiative progressed, issues 
were addressed and made operational. The various technological restrictions were 
incrementally resolved and the initial reluctance and concern was in part translated 
into support as the practicalities and implementation became a reality.  
Initially, the school website did not have the capabilities of being managed by 
the school counsellors and making the links to external chat rooms was not supported 
by systemic protocols. The existence of ‘safety’ restrictions such as education 
department firewalls and filters made ‘live’ forms of communication a difficulty that 
needed to be overcome.  
An indication that the concept was gaining a sense of credibility was the 
support of the Head of Department- Information Services who agreed there was a 
need for a reconstruction of the school website which would accommodate an online 
chat facility. A website developer was consulted who recommended a dynamic 
website model. A financial commitment by the school confirmed the project. An 
important section of the website was that of the school support services. Students 
were able to contact the guidance counsellors by an email link on this site. 
Appointments could be made by email for online counselling using the resources of 
Education Queensland’s Learning Place (http://education.qld.gov.au/learningplace).  
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A project room with chat facilities was established at the Learning Place with a link 
from the school’s website.  
This technology also incorporated comic chat as well as text only chat. Comic 
chat provided users with a selection of avatars from which the user chooses one to 
represent them. The student would interact in the chat room with the avatar of the 
counsellor using a ‘speech bubble’ genre. The choice of comic chat or text based 
interaction can be made depending on the needs, interests and age of the student 
accessing the support. Thus over a period of two years, the ideas slowly crystallised 
into reality. The process became functional and students accessed the guidance 
counsellors for online counselling sessions.  
Phase C:Implementation  
The school website was the key to this initiative. Students needed to have 
access to the school website and an awareness of the available features. As the 
technical challenges were resolved, new insights provided the researchers with more 
possibilities as to how service delivery could be enhanced. This included the linking 
of various youth support websites and other resources through the school website 
that could be used independently by students. The creation of a supportive ‘web 
surround’ for students with high needs gradually evolved.  
Students needed to know how to contact the school counsellor by email in 
order to request an appointment. They also needed to know where the portal for the 
counselling facility was situated on the website. To assist students in this regard, a 
message was placed on the front page of the school intranet explaining the 
availability of online counselling. It became obvious that there was a need to assist 
students if there was a time delay between the request and acknowledgement. For 
this reason an auto reply with emergency contact details was built into the system. 
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Once an appointment time was booked, students were provided with a secure logon 
and password which ensured the chat room could only be accessed once the 
counsellor was present.  
Observations  
As the online service was used by students it became obvious that in most 
cases, students followed up the online appointment with subsequent ‘face-to-face’ 
consultations with the counsellor. The study highlighted the fact that a diverse group 
of students will use the online mode. The use of the service was across all year levels 
from year 8 to year 12. It was used by students with various impairments and for a 
variety of issues. Boys were the main users and some students found a combination 
of face-to-face and online modes beneficial depending on the presenting issue at the 
time. Two boys asked to chat online during lunch hour about a mutual interpersonal 
conflict, which indicates a potential for mediation and conflict resolution processes. 
The fact that the counsellors were able to keep hard or electronic copies of the 
counselling script for reflection, analysis, and record keeping meant there was a 
permanent record of the intervention.  
As schools are zealous in protecting students in cyberspace from outside 
intruders, the variety of filters and barriers to synchronous communication between 
students and thereby with teachers, has made it difficult to implement and maintain 
this service for students. As students are discouraged from using email at school and 
MSN-messenger, this also means 
alternative arrangements need to be made to compensate for the lack of these 
facilities on school websites. For example, the simple sending of an email from the 
school website is made complicated due to the censoring and blocking of the usual 
social communication channels young people use in their everyday lives. As it took 
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some time to promote the service with students, its use was limited by these new 
technological difficulties.  
The marketing of the service has been an ongoing impediment to the 
increased use of the service. The cyclic effect of action research has highlighted the 
need for ongoing advertising of the service. A number of strategies have been 
employed to advertise the service to students through notices as well as publicising 
the innovation to parents through the school newsletter. The school counsellor also 
needs to promote the service when orientating new students to the school and where 
necessary, targeting specific groups of students with workshops incorporating online 
counselling. This is especially important when encouraging students with special 
needs to seek assistance. At times, during face-to-face counselling, it may be 
observed that a reticent or shy student may benefit from using online consultations 
and in these cases the student may be instructed on how to access the service.  
Outcomes  
Due to the infancy of the project, only a small number (1-2%) of the student 
body (N=1200) accessed the online counselling service. Of those, approximately 
90% were males and the issues varied. The potential benefits for online counselling 
in schools, and the variety of issues that can be addressed by online counselling 
interventions can be illustrated by the following scenarios. These are based on actual 
counselling sessions that occurred during the implementation.  
Some things are better said through text  
“Mary” was having regular face to face counselling with the school 
counsellor. On one occasion, she chose to go online to talk about her habit of 
smoking. When asked why she didn’t discuss this in the usual counselling setting, 
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“Mary” commented that she had felt a little embarrassed about it at first. This issue 
was then followed up in face-to-face counselling.  
It’s too personal to talk to someone about  
“Ben” requested an online appointment on the last day of term. During the 
first online interaction with the school counsellor, “Ben” asked questions about 
sexuality and disclosed that he was same sex attracted. This allowed him to assess if 
it was ‘safe’ to discuss such issues with the counsellor. He continued with a number 
of online appointments before he agreed to further discuss this and other issues in 
face-to-face counselling subsequently arranged through the online process.  
I can be like everyone else  
“Darren” is confined to an electric wheelchair. His physical impairment is 
severe. He is not forward in seeking counselling assistance and generally he limits 
his verbal communication with the school counsellor. However once he was 
introduced to the online facility, “Darren” made a number of online appointments to 
discuss his life goals and his hopes for the future.  
Can we discuss this together?  
Brian and Chad were having difficulties with a particular teacher. They didn’t 
want to talk about it but wanted to use the comic chat to help them communicate. 
They asked for an online meeting together. They used the library computers for a 
lunchtime meeting with the counsellor. They were able to discuss openly what was 
happening and share ideas with the counsellor on how best to work through the 
conflict.  
I’m not suppose to have problems  
 “Kyle” was in a leadership role in the school. As such, he was reticent to 
seek out the school counsellor. However, when his home situation started to impinge 
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on his ability to carry out the duties expected of him, he contacted the school 
counsellor initially via email. Through this process, a synchronous meeting was 
arranged and a number of issues were discussed outside school hours online. Kyle 
chose to follow up some of these issues with further face-to-face counselling  
Discussion 
Ethical and Legal Implications  
Discussion with educational administrators about the concept of online 
counselling was frequently focused on the ethical implications and possible legal 
consequences of the counsellor’s ‘duty of care’. The ethics of various professional 
bodies representing those who provide counselling were consulted and much time 
was spent examining the various arguments and viewpoints. As the Learning Place is 
a departmental resource it was considered its use by school counsellors, who are 
departmental employees, was justified. Though students could take measures to be 
totally anonymous, no student has withheld identifying information. Many of the 
‘ethical and legal’ issues that were initially posed by those sceptical about such 
innovation were not found to be obstacles. In practice, the fear of ‘high risk’ students 
not being traceable in critical situations did not eventuate. As the technology was 
used, it became obvious that students tend to provide some identifier which can be 
traced if necessary. This benefit of action research highlighted how the 
implementation can provide insight into the concepts being investigated.  
Sustainability  
The online facility was available for students over a period of one year until 
the school website was re-designed in accordance of new systemic requirements. 
Since the website was redesigned, few students have used the service. It is assumed 
that this may be due to a number of factors including the fact that there is generally 
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overall poor use of the re-structured school website by students. This would indicate 
that this type of service needs to be widely promoted with students and it needs to be 
easily accessed through the various school online activities. If students do not see a 
need to access the school website, they will be unaware of the resources available to 
them.  
Promotion of service  
Teachers are often the first significant adult who observes a student 
experiencing difficulties. For this reason it is imperative that members of the school 
staff are aware of the online service so they can promote it when they encounter 
distressed students. It has been found that students need to be encouraged to use the 
service and the importance of the teacher’s role in promotion cannot be 
underestimated.  
Conclusion  
This action research study of an innovative pilot attempted to provide an 
alternative pathway to care for secondary school students. It provided computer 
mediated counselling within the school setting and as a result of this initiative a 
number of students, who may not have accessed the school counsellor, did 
participate in online counselling and most of these students subsequently sought 
face-to-face counselling. The issues were significant and potentially may have had 
negative outcomes if not addressed. All students who participated indicated 
anecdotally that they believed the process was useful for them at the time. It was 
observed that the majority of students who used the online service subsequently 
eventually sought face-to-face counselling with the school counsellor. It could be 
suggested that the initial use of the online facility was to establish trust and 
confidence in talking with the  
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counsellor.  
The fact that the process was not widely known among students has 
inevitably resulted in only a small number of students accessing the service. This 
may have been due to use level of the school website by students. The importance of 
educating the school community that online counselling is available to students has 
been identified and the potential benefits for students have been highlighted through 
this action research study. This pilot has indicated that further research into the 
potential benefits for both students and school counsellors is necessary. The 
effectiveness of online counselling as a means of providing appropriate and 
meaningful support for young people in the school setting required further 
investigative research, though initial indicators suggest it is a worthwhile endeavour.  
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Appendix B: Participant Information for QUT Research Project (School 
counsellors) 
 
 
“Online Counselling in Secondary Schools”  
An investigation of the factors contributing to the capacity of secondary schools to 
incorporate synchronous online counselling within the support structures available 
for students. 
 
Research Team Contacts 
Kevin Glasheen Dr Marilyn Campbell 
0421909056 3138 3806 
k.glasheen@student.qut.edu.au ma.campbell@qut.edu.au 
 
Description 
This project is being undertaken as part of a PhD for Kevin Glasheen.  
The purpose of this project is to establish what factors would contribute to school 
counsellors including online counselling as part of their service delivery in secondary 
schools 
The research team requests your assistance because it is necessary to understand 
what difficulties stand in the way of school counsellors using online counselling 
Participation 
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. If you do agree to participate, understand that you 
are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty, however as the survey is 
anonymous, it will not be possible to withdraw your comments or responses once you have 
submitted the questionnaire electronically. Your decision to participate will in no way impact upon 
your current or future relationship with QUT. 
 
Your participation will involve a survey of school counsellors which will be online 
using QUT’s KeySurvey  technology.  It should take no longer than 10 minutes to 
complete.  
Expected benefits 
It is expected that this project will benefit you by providing you with an opportunity to comment on  
your current work situation and make you aware of possible benefits of online counselling in your 
role as a school counsellor. The ultimate benefit of the completed study will be a greater 
appreciation of the needs of school counsellors in assisting them to introduce this form of 
computer technology into their counselling practice. 
Risks 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your participation in this 
survey. 
 
Confidentiality 
All comments and responses are anonymous and will be treated confidentially.  The names of 
individual persons are not required in any of the responses. However, if you wish to, you may 
select to record your name which would allow the researcher to contact you to discuss your 
comments. 
  
 
   PARTICIPANT INFORMATION for QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
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Participants are free to contact the researcher to clarify any concerns they may have 
about confidentiality The researcher and his supervisors will be the only persons with 
access to the raw survey data.   
 
Consent to Participate 
You will be asked to complete the online consent before completing the online questionnaire. 
Your submission of the questionnaire will be regarded as your consent to participate in the 
research project.  
 
Questions / further information about the project 
Please contact the researcher team members named above to have any questions answered or 
if you require further information about the project. 
 
Concerns / complaints regarding the conduct of the project 
QUT is committed to researcher integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects.  However, 
if you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project you may 
contact the QUT Research Ethics Officer on 3138 5123 or ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The 
Research Ethics Officer is not connected with the research project and can facilitate a resolution 
to your concern in an impartial manner. 
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Appendix C: School Counsellors: Consent Form Online Survey 
 
 
CONSENT FORM for QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
“Online Counselling in Secondary Schools”  
An investigation of the factors contributing to the capacity of secondary schools to 
incorporate synchronous online counselling within the support structures 
available for students. 
 
 
This form will be adapted to fit the software of Key Survey and submission of the 
questionnaire will be regarded consent to participate in the project. 
Statement of consent 
 
Participants will be required to tick an ‘I agree’ check box prior to completing the questionnaire. 
Software will restrict participants from proceeding until this check box is ticked. 
 
The terms and conditions which participants will agree to by ticking the check box. 
 
By submitting the online survey, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research 
team 
 understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty, 
however once you have submitted the questionnaire electronically, it will not be 
possible to withdraw your comments or responses. 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Officer on 3138 5123 or 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project 
 agree to participate in the project 
 
 
 
Thank you for your time and contribution to this project 
Kevin Glasheen 
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Appendix D: Participation Information - Students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
“Online Counselling in Secondary Schools” 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 0900000406 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS 
Principal Researcher: Kevin Glasheen 0421 909 056 
k.glasheen@student.qut.edu.
au  
Associate Researcher: Dr Marilyn Campbell 3138 3806 ma.campbell@qut.edu.au 
DESCRIPTION 
This project is being undertaken as part of a PhD for Kevin Glasheen.  
The purpose of this project is to find out if students would use online counselling if it was provided by 
the school counselor. 
The research team requests your assistance because this project is about young people and it the 
researcher needs to know the opinions of secondary students about this idea. 
PARTICIPATION 
Your participation in this project is voluntary. If you do agree to participate, you can withdraw from 
participation at any time during the project without comment or penalty. Your decision to participate will in 
no way impact upon your current or future relationship with QUT or with teachers at this school.   
Your participation will involve completing an online survey. It should take no longer than 20 minutes. 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is expected that this project will benefit you by providing you with an opportunity to comment on the 
support services available at your school. It will give you the opportunity to contribute to ideas that could 
help other students in the future. 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your participation in this focus group 
project. 
However, it may be possible that by answering some questions which include questions about counselling, it 
may make you think about past events that may have been upsetting for you. If this occurs, and if you wish to 
talk to someone about it, your school counsellor will be available to talk to you or refer you to an outside 
agency.  
QUT provides for limited free counselling for research participants of QUT projects, who may experience 
some distress as a result of their participation in the research.  Should you wish to access this service 
please contact the Clinic Receptionist of the QUT Psychology Clinic on 3138 0999.  Please indicate to the 
receptionist that you are a research participant. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses are anonymous and will be treated confidentially.  The names of individual 
persons are not required in any of the responses. 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
You are asked to have your parents sign and you to sign the written consent form to confirm your agreement 
to participate. 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
Please contact the researcher team members named above to have any questions answered or if you require 
further information about the project. 
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 
QUT is committed to researcher integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects.  However, if you do 
have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project you may contact the QUT Research 
Ethics Unit on 3138 5123 or ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The Research Ethics Unit is not connected with the 
research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in an impartial manner. 
Thank you for helping with this research project.  Please keep this sheet for your information. 
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Appendix E: Consent forms  for Parents and Students – Online Survey 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
“Online Counselling in Secondary Schools” 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 0900000406 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS 
Principal Researcher: Kevin Glasheen 
0421 909 
056 
k.glasheen@student.qut.
edu.au  
Associate Researcher: 
Dr Marilyn 
Campbell 
3138 3806 ma.campbell@qut.edu.au 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research team 
 understand that your child is free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on 3138 5123 or 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 
 have discussed the project with your child and their requirements if participating 
 agree for your child to participate in the project 
 
Name  
Signature  
Date   
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STATEMENT OF CHILD CONSENT 
Your parent or guardian has given their permission for you to complete the questionnaire.  This 
form is to seek your agreement to be involved. 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the researcher 
 understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on 3138 5123 or 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project 
 agree to participate in the survey 
 
Name  
Signature  
Date   
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
 
